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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
1 
The Federal Capital Commission was created in November 
1924 by the Bruce/Page Coalition Government to prepare the 
National Capital for the transfer of Parliament and the 
necessary Public Service Departments from Melbourne. For thE! 
first two and a half years of its existence, while the pace 
of construction activity was building up to a peak, there was 
considerable public enthusiasm for what was characterized as 
an experiment in city construction and management. 
During the last years of its existence it became 
increasingly subject to criticism directed at its role as a 
form of local government, and this factor popularly ranked 
above the more prosaic consideration of reducing public 
expenditure when the Commission was abolished by the Scullin 
Labour Government in 1930. 
This chapter examines briefly the role of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee as a precursor to the Federal 
Capital Commission. The Advisory Committee was established 
by the Federal Government in 1921, however the circumstances 
leading up to its appointment and the subsequent creation of 
the Federal Capital Commission had their origin some 25 years 
earlier when Queen Victoria gave the royal assent to the 
Australian Constitution Act. Section 125 of this Act made 
it a duty upon the Commonwealth Parliament to create a seat 
of Government consisting of an area of not less than 100 square 
miles in the State of New South Wales, such territory to be 
at least 100 miles from Sydney. Until it could meet at the 
Seat of Government, Parliament was to sit at Melbourne. 
Differences of opinion between the two houses of the 
Federal Parliament and between the Pederal and State Govern-
ments frustrated several attempts to resolve the question of 
a site for the Seat of Government and it was not until 1 
January 1911 when approximately 900 square miles of land 
centering on Canberra together with between two and three 
square miles at Jervis Bay (for port facilities and defence 
purposes) were proclaimed to be vested in the Commonwealth. 1 
Almost eighteen months later, on 23 May 1912 it was 
announced that first prize in an international competition 
for a design for the Federal Capital had been won by the 
Chicago architect, Walter Burley Griffin. The following 
2 
month the winning designs were referred to a board of officers 
2 drawn from several Commonwealth Government Departments. 
Three months later the board (which came to be known as the 
Departmental Board) reported that none of the plans were 
completely suitable, and submitted a plan of its own embodying 
aspects of the winning designs. The peculiar ethics of this 
action appear to have escaped the notice of the Minister for 
Home Affairs, King O'Malley who accepted the Departmental 
Board's plan and directed that work should commence at once. 
O'Malley personally drove the first survey peg on 20 February 
1913. 
1. Commcmvc,alth Oa;iette No. 75, B December 1910, p. 1851. 
2. The board comprised: Col. David Miller, Secretary, 
Department of Home Affairs; Lt. -Col. Percy Gwen, Director-
General of Commonwealth Works; C. R. Scrivener, Director 
of Commonwealth Lands and Surveys; G. J. Oakshott, Works 
Director, N. S. W. ; J. s. Murdoch, Ch.ief Commonweal th 
Architect, Department of Home Affairs; T. Hill, Works 
Director, Victoria. 
Although the Territory was not formally vested in the 
Commonwealth until 1 January 1911, it had been controlled 
since 1909 (following the passage of the Seat of Government 
Acceptance and Surrender Acts by the Commonwealth and New 
South Wales Governments respectively 1 ) by the Department of 
Home Affairs. This control was intensified in August 1912 
with the appointment of David Miller, Secretary of that 
3 
Department, as Resident Administrator. Miller's determination 
to see the National Capital in existence was equalled by his 
jealous defence of the right of the public servants involved 
to a say in the way the capital was developed. 
On 12 March 1913 the foundation stones at the site of 
the Commencement Column were laid by the Governor-General, 
Lord Denman, the Prime Minister, Andrew Fisher, and King 
O'Malley. Lady Denman announced that the name of the capital 
was Canberra. There was a military salute, a march past, an 
official luncheon, and the dust settled once more on the 
limestone plains. 
Griffin's plan was rescued from the oblivion to which 
the Departmental Board had consigned it by a change of 
Government when Cook's fusion party defeated the Fisher 
ministry at the election of 31 May 1913. Partly as a result 
of public criticism of the treatment of Griffin's design, 
Cabinet invited Griffin to Australia to confer with the 
Departmental Board. Griffin accepted the invitation and 
arrangements were made for him to visit the capital site. 
l~ Commonwealth Acts No. 23 of 1909, Ne~ South Wnlen Ants 
No. 14 of 1909. 
4 
David Miller, apparently hoping to preserve a role for the 
Departmental Board, asked whether it should be called together at 
Canberra " ... to meet Mr. Griffin and discuss with him the design 
prepared by the Departmental Board and his design on the spot". The 
Minister for Home Affairs replief! that Griffin should be met only by 
J. S. Murdoch, Chief Commonweal th Architect, who would acquaint him 
with the modifications which had been made to his design. Miller had 
his way however: Griffin was accompanied over the site by 
three members of the Board. 1 Subsequently the Board was unable 
to agree with the amended design prepared by Griffin and was 
disbanded. On 18 October 1913 Griffin was engaged by the 
Government as Federal Capital Director of Design and Construc-
tion for three years. 2 
Griffin's problems were not over. Labour returned to 
office at the election of September 1914. W. 0. Archibald, 
the new Minister for Home Affairs, was suspicious of Griffin 
and did little to support him in carrying out his duties. 
The war was drawing attention away from the Federal Capital 
when Fisher was replaced as leader of the party by W. M. 
Hughes who alloted the Home Affairs portfolio once more to 
O'Malley. Griffin's appointment was renewed for a further 
three years 
" in the hope that with your aid the 
whole construction will be carried out 
systematically and economically and that 
we will be enabled for the future, to 
avoid the want of cohesion, co-operation 
1. D. Miller, J. S. Murdoch, C. R. Scrivener. 
2. Federal Capital: Design for lay-out of Fe 
City - Correspondence and papers, P.P. No. 
1914-17, Vol. II (Letter from D. Miller to 




and co-ordination which has resulted in 
such large and unwise expenditure at 
Canberra•. (1) 
5 
In June 1916 a Royal Commission was set up to investi-
gate the administration of the Federal Capital. It found that 
the reasons Griffin, between lB October 1913 and 15 November 
1915 had " ... performed no substantial part of his duties 
under his contract with the Commonwealth" were: 
"(l) That necessary information and assistance 
were withheld from him and his powers 
were usurped by certain officers; 
"(2) That he and his office were ignored, his 
rights and duties under his contract 
denied and false charges of default made 
against him; 
"(3) That the Honourable W. O. Archibald and 
members of the Departmental Board 
endeavoured to set aside his design and 
to substitute the Board's own design; and 
"(4) That there was in the Department [of Home 
Affairs} a combination, including the 
Honourable W. 0. Archibald and certain 
officers, hostile to Mr. Griffin and to 
his design for the capital city.'' (2) 
The difficulties facing Griffin were exacerbated by 
the abolition, in 1916 of the Department of Home Affairs and 
the allocation of its construction and lands administration 
functions between the Departments of Works and Railways and 
Home and Territories respectively. The divided responsibility 
for activity at the Capital site which resulted from this, 
1. Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction -
Papers respecting the renewal of th0 Engagement of Mr. 
W. B. Griffin. P.P. No. 286, Session 1914-17, Vol. II, 
(Letter, Minister for Home Affairs to Griffin, 15 April 1915.) 
2. Federal Capital Administration: Report of Royal 
Commission. P.P. No. 378, Session 1914-17, Vol. II, 
(Report dated 12/3/1917). 
6 
coupled with the exigencies of the war economy, combined to 
slow developments almost to a standstill. In the three years 
to 1920, total expenditure on construction at Canberra 
amounted to only EB,744. 
In 1920 the Hughes Government decided that the pace of 
work at the Capital site should be increased. To expedite 
matters a Federal Capital Advisory Committee was appointed1 
to facilitate the transfer of the Seat of Government to 
Canberra as soon as practicable" .•. on the basis of the 
acceptance of the plan of layout of the Federal Capital City 
by Mr. w. B. Griffin". It was to advise upon the condition 
of the existing plans and work and those construction works 
or services that could be proceeded with forthwith. The 
most important matters on which it was to advise were set 
out as: 
"(3) A general scheme upon which to develop 
the buildings of the Capital City pro-
gressively, having regard to both 
official and civil occupation; 
"(4) Proposals for the design and construction 
of the necessary works, buildings and 
services; 
"(5) The order in which essential surveys and 
the construction of such works, buildings 
and services shall be undertaken. 11 (2) 
Griffin was invited to join the committee but refused. 
1. The Committee comprised two non-public servants - the 
Chairman, J. (later Sir John) Sulman, a consulting 
architect and town planner, and H. E. Ross, also an 
architect - plus E. M. de Burgh, Chief Engineer for 
Water Supply and Sewerage in the New South Wales Govern-
ment, P. T. Owen, Commonwealth Director-General of Works, 
and J. T. H. Goodwin, Commonwealth Surveyor-General. 
2. Commonwealth Gazette, No. 11, 3 February 1921, p. 159. 
7 
The Government, while acknowledging his ability as a designer, 
rejected his claim to executive authority over development of 
the Capital and his engagement was terminated at the end of 
1920. 
The Advisory committee prepared a three stage scheme 
for the transfer of the Seat of Government and related 
activities. The first stage of the scheme involved the 
construction of Parliament House together with the buildings 
necessary to house essential government departments. This 
stage was to take three years and cost £1,799,000. The 
central administrations of the remaining departments were to 
be transferred in the next stage and additional railway 
connections plus some permanent architectural works completed. 
No time limit was set for these operations but the cost was 
estimated at £1,294,000. The third stage envisaged more 
permanent and monumental works, ornamental waters etc •• 
Although the scheme was approved, the Government's economic 
policies dictated that repayment of the war debt took preced-
ence over expenditure at Canberra: over the next three years 
it provided only slightly more than half of the amount 
1 
estimated by the Committee to be required for the first stage. 
Until the appointment of the Advisory Committee the 
works col11lllenced or completed gave little idea of 
1. Construction of Canberra, Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Col11lllittee, p. 4, P.P. No. 56, Session 
1926-28, Vol. II. 
8 
the form of Griffin's plan for the city. 1 Most of the 
£1,796,964 spent on Canberra by 1921 had been absorbed by the 
construction of headworks and major arteries for the principal 
water and sewerage systems. Water was pumped from a 380 
million gallon storage reservoir on the Cotter River through 
a tunnel under the Murrumbidgee River to a pumping station 
from where a cast iron rising main took the water to service 
reservoirs on Mt. Stromlo and Red Hill. 2 The pumps were 
operated by electricity from the power house which had been 
3 
completed before 1916. 
Parliament approved of the resumption of work on the 
main outfall sewer in October 1921. Griffin had envisaged 
treatment works located within the city area, the effluent 
being used on parks and plantations. In this instance the 
Government agreed with the Advisory Committee's recommendation 
to spend £278,500 on placing this service out of sight and, 
for the first years at least, out of mind. Another event of 
some significance for the future of the Canberra environment 
was the Committee's decision that all electric power and 
telephone lines, water mains, sewerage connections and storm 
water drains should pass along the rear boundaries of 
1. The ground plan of Griffin's design became slightly more 
apparent after April 1922 when the Government, facing 
the need to provide employment for returned soldiers, 
accelerated the rate of road construction, often to the 
extent of disrupting the Advisory Committee's plans for 
the orderly development of the Capital. See Construction 
of Canberra Final Report of the Federal Capital Advisory 
Committee, p. 10, P.P. No. 56, Session 1926-28, Vol. II. 
3. ,i,bid., p. 7. 
1 
allotments. 
At the outset the Committee found it difficult to 
9 
accept that the Government was not prepared to countenance any 
variation from the Griffin plan. The Committee considered the 
plan to be uneconomic insofar as it required simultaneous 
development over a number of widely separated areas and in-
stead recommended that development be concentrated on one side 
of the Molonglo River in a similar fashion to the Departmental 
Board's plan of 1912. 2 But the Government was firm in its 
resolve to allow only minor variations to the plan and the 
city developed more or less according to Griffin. 3 
The Committee did aim for economies of scale by 
organising the production at Canberra of essential building 
materials which would otherwise have been freighted from 
Sydney or Melbourne. Brickmaking, which had been in abeyance 
for some time was resumed and the manufacture of tiles was 
commenced. A quarry and cement plant were established at Mt. 
1. ibid., p. 25. 
2. ibid., p. 24. 
3. The Committee's preparedness to recommend variations to 
Griffin's plan in favour of the Departmental Board plan 
probably reflects the influence of P. T. Owen who 
assisted in the preparation of the latter plan and who, 
together with other members of the Board, had seen it 
dropped in favour of the Griffin design in 1913. The 
Committee does seem to have been under a misapprehension 
regarding the role of the Board: In its final report it 
referred to the Departmental Board as having been 
appointed to prepare a "suitable" design for the Capital 
when in fact the Board's task had been to report on the 
suitability of the winning design. (see minute by 
O'Malley dated 22 June 1912. Appendix A of Report of a 
Board appointed to investigate and report as to the 
euitability of certain deeigne for• adoption in connection 
with the layout of the Federal Capital. P.P. No. 65, 
Session 1912, Vol. II.) 
Mugga and, in order to utilise large stocks of timber pur-
chased years earlier, a joinery shop was established. 1 
The Committee and the Government recognised the need 
to provide adequate transport facilities both during the 
construction phase, and for later when the movement of 
politicians and public servants to and from the capital was 
10 
to be of equal importance. Section nine of the first schedule 
to the Seat of Government Acceptance Act (1909) required the 
New South Wales Government, in the event of the Commonwealth 
constructing a railway within the Federal Territory to its 
northern boundary, to build a connecting line from there to 
a point near Yass on the Great Southern Railway. This matter 
was referred to the Joint Parliamentary Committee on Public 
Works (Public Works Committee) in 1923 which recommended 
against construction of the line, 2 a decision which was not 
popular with those Victorian members of Parliament who saw 
the Yass railway project as a means of cutting more than 
three hours of their future journey to the capital. 
Griffin's plan for Canberra envisaged a city railway 
service with stations at several important intersections. 
The line was to have been carried from Kingston to a general 
station at Russell Hill, via a causeway which was intended 
to hold back the never-constructed East Lake (part of the 
1. Construction of Canberra Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, P.P. No. 56, Session 1926-28, 
Vol. II. 
2. Public Works Committee: Report, together with minutes 
of evidence reiating to the proposed construction of a 
railway to connect Canberra with Yass. P.P. No. 70, 
Session 1923-24, Vol. IV. 
11 
1 
original Griffin plan). From Russell Hill the line crossed 
Prospect Parkway (now Anzac Parade) on its way to the civic 
centre and on down Northbourne Avenue. In 1916 the Public 
Works Committee recommended some minor alterations to this 
design but also considered that the construction of anything 
more than temporary surface lines at that stage was not 
' t'f' d 2 ]US l le • Thus in 1921 railway facilities consisted of a 
line from Queanbeyan to the power house and a lighter service 
line, crossing the Molonglo by wooden bridge and culminating 
near civic centre. Despite the opportunities for the 
utilization of unskilled labour which railway construction 
provided, and despite a 1924 Public Works Committee recommend-
ation that permanent railway bridges be erected over the 
Molonglo River and Jerrabomberra Creek, 3 these works were 
only at the design stage when the control of construction and 
planning passed to the Federal Capital Commission. 
Commencement of construction of Parliament House was 
the Advisory Committee's most important task. A design 
competition for the building had been opened in 1914 but 
was closed shortly afterwards because of the war. After 
4 being re-opened briefly in 1916 it was indefinitely postponed. 
1. Public Works Committee: Report ... relating ta the 
proposed dams for ornamental waters at Canberra P.P. No. 
353, Session 1914-17, Vol. IV. 
2. Public Works Committee: Report ... regarding the proposed 
city railway at Canberra P.P. No. 354, Session 1914-17, 
Vol. IV. 
3. Public Works Committee: Report ... relating to the 
proposed construction of a railway to connect Canberra 
with Yass P.P. No. 70, Session 1923-24, Vol. II. 
4. Construction of Canberra Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 13, P.P. No. 56, Session 
1926-28, Vol. II. 
12 
The Committee at first planned to construct a conference hall 
which could be enlarged to function as a temporary Parliament 
House when necessary. This scheme was quickly abandoned, and 
at the Government's request the Committee developed a design 
for a more substantial building, clear of the site chosen by 
Griffin for the permanent building. The Public Works 
Committee to which the question was referred in March 1923 
was divided on the question of whether a provisional building 
estimated to cost £174,000 and located below Griffin's Camp 
Hill site was preferable to constructing the nucleus of a 
permanent building on the official site at a cost somewhere 
between £250,000 and £300,000. 
Architects called as witnesses generally spoke in 
favour of constructing the inner portion of a permanent 
building. Many who supported this proposal felt, however, 
that it should entail re-opening the design competition 
launched nearly ten years earlier. Griffin, in a written 
submission to the Public Works Committee contended that the 
Commonwealth was under an obligation to complete its contract 
with the competitors and that no money should be expended 
a 1 save upon part of a permanent structure". (In October 
1923 the government decided, as an act of grace, to make 
available £3,000 to be shared among the 63 competitors who 
submitted entries.) 2 The Advisory Committee, together with 
1. Public Works Committee: Report ... relating to the 
proposed erection of a provisional Parliament House, 
P.P. No. 26, Session 1923-24, Vol. IV, Appendix A. 
2. Construction of Canberra, Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 30, P.P. No. 56, Session 
1926-28, Vol. II. 
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J. S. Murdoch, Chief Commonwealth Architect, were naturally 
in favour of their design for a provisional Parliament House, 
partly on the grounds of expense and partly to avoid any 
further delay in transferring the Seat of Government. To 
confuse the issue further there was a difference of opinion 
as to the amount of construction time required, the Public 
Works Committee envisaging four to five years as the time 
required to erect the nucleus of a permanent building, 
compared with the" ... absolute and irreducible minimum 
of six years claimed by the Director-General of Works. 1 
The Public Works Committee left the final decision as to 
" 
whether a provisional building or the nucleus of a permanent 
structure should be erected to Parliament to decide. This 
it did on 26 July 1923 when a resolution was carried declaring 
that it was expedient to carry out the scheme for the 
provisional building. 2 
Designs for the provisional building were finalised 
rapidly, despite the fact that amendments by the Public Works 
Committee had increased the building's size by about one 
3 
third and raised the estimated cost from £180,000 to £225,000. 
The first sod for the excavation of the foundations was turned 
by P. G. Stewart, Minister for Works and Railways on 28 
1. Public Works Committee: Report ... reZating to the 
proposed erection of a provisionai ParZiament House, 
P.P. No. 26, Session 1923-24, Vol. IV, Appendix A. 
2. Commonweaith Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 103, 
p. 1668-1678. 
3. Construction of Canberra, Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 14, P.P. No. 56, 
Session 1926-28, Vol. II. 
14 
August 1923. 
The speed with which work commenced at the site was 
a useful public relations measure for the new government and 
for the Prime Minister, S. M. Bruce. During his speech in 
the Address-in-Reply debate on 1 March 1923, he indicated 
that he was aware of the financial and administrative 
problems facing the construction of Canberra: 
"The Government are very clear on three 
points: Firstly the work of the Federal 
Capital must proceed smoothly and evenly; 
money must be made available so that it 
will be a continuous job. Secondly the 
Government believes that the Federal 
Territory and the building of the capital 
should be placed in the hands of a 
Commission, somewhat on the lines of the 
Commission which administers the Federal 
Capital of Washington in the U.S.A. 
When we submit our policy, we shall 
submit such a scheme to Parliament. 
Thirdly we propose to encourage private 
enterprise to come and help in the 
development of the Territory and in the 
building of the capital. We do not 
think that the whole of the work should 
be carried out by the Government itself". (1) 
Later in the same month the Minister for Works and 
Railways, P. G. Stewart, asked the Advisory Committee to 
review the position at the National Capital. In view of 
Bruce's remarks it was perhaps understandable that during 
the course of this review they should point out their own 
suitability to be considered as members of the proposed 
Commission: 
"The Committee had thoroughly examined and 
reported upon existing works and the 
1. CommonweaZth PaPZiamentaPy Debates, Vol. 102, p. 84. 
questions involved in the establishment 
of the Seat of Government at Canberra as 
early and as economically as possible; 
the members had the necessary technical 
and administrative experience and also -
after two years personal investigation -
possessed special knowledge of the whole 
question" (1) 
Perhaps in order to ensure a clean break with the 
15 
previous administration, or perhaps because it considered the 
task beyond the experience and knowledge of the members of 
the Advisory Committee, the Government was to seek new men 
for its Commission. 
By now twelve years had elapsed since the Federal 
Territory had been formally ceded to the Commonwealth. The 
legal duty upon the Federal Government to create the Seat of 
Government had rested on the Statute Books for almost a 
quarter of a century. Because of the political and national 
problems which had arisen and been resolved in the meantime, 
the construction of the capital had assumed the status of an 
enduring but secondary public issue. It appeared unlikely 
that fresh arguments could be adduced either in favour of or 
against proceeding with the National Capital. Although a 
large number of attitudes and opinions had been adopted and 
expressed, the newspapers rarely devoted front page space to 
the subject and the basic stance of the articles which did 
appear seemed to depend firstly upon where the newspaper was 
located (the Argus in Melbourne, for example, was at a loss 
to understand the need for urgency regarding the transfer) 
and then whether, in the paper's opinion, the national benefits 
1. Construotion of Canberra, Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 32, P.P. No. 56, 
Session 1926-1928; Vol; II• 
16 
seemed likely to outweigh the costs involved. 
While supporters of the Capital had been encouraged 
by the appointment of the Advisory Committee and the numerous 
items of Canberra construction referred to the Public Works 
Committee for investigation, repeated assurances about the 
imminence of the transfer were beginning to lose their effect. 
Bruce's decision to make the construction of Canberra a 
plank - his own term1 - of the coalition platform brought 
about a resurgence of interest and a further attempt to 
force the Government's hand. The Governor-General's speech 
at the opening of the third session of the ninth parliament 
indicated that the coalition had been giving further thought 
to the form of control needed at Canberra: 
"The works in progress at the Federal 
Capital have so far advanced as to 
necessitate the introduction of a Bill 
to provide for the constitution of a 
Commission to control the Territory. 
It is proposed to empower it to raise 
loans for the construction and develop-
ment of the city" (2) 
The reference to loan raising, and Bruce's earlier 
statement about the need for money to be made available to 
enable continuity of development were partly a response to 
the Advisory Committee's frequent comments regarding the 
difficulty of planning ahead without similar foward financial 
planning. The significance of the proposal extends however, 
beyond this. Bruce had given notice of his intentions to 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 103, p. 463. 
2. ibid., p. 8. 
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create an organisation with considerable independence from 
Parliamentary control. As such the proposal constituted a 
direct challenge to the Labour opposition which was opposed 
to the creation of authorities not directly subject to 
Parliamentary control. 
An attempt to put the Government's sincerity to the 
test was made shortly after Parliament sat on the winter 
afternoon of 28 June 1923. W. G. Mahony, the Labor member 
for Dalley in New South Wales and a member of the Australian 
Federal Capital League 1 moved "That His Excellency the 
Governor-General be respectfully required to summon the first 
meeting of the Tenth Parliament at the Federal Capital, 
Canberra". 2 
Mahony claimed that progress at the Federal Capital 
was being blocked by intrigues and selfish motives and that 
as long as Parliament remained at Melbourne, Commonwealth 
affairs would be coloured by the influence of the State 
Capital: 
"The Commonwealth Parliament is just as 
much a creature of environment as human 
beings undoubtedly are, and its legis-
lation is, therefore, influenced by its 
immediate surroundings" (3) 
Supporters of the motion argued that financial 
stringency could no longer be advanced as a reason for not 
1. Federal Capital Pioneer 3/12/24. 
official organ of the League). 
(The Pioneer was the 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 103, p. 460. 
3. ibid. 
18 
expediting the removal to Canberra, 1 and that if the 
completion of the city were delayed the capital cost would 
increase. 2 During the course of the debate it was revealed 
that at least two members of the Public Works Committee were 
strongly opposed to the construction of Canberra. Henry 
Gregory, the member for Swan in Western Australia and 
Chairman of the Public works Committee denied that his views 
were obstructing the completion of the Committee's reports 
on Canberra and argued that labour and accommodation were 
both in such short supply that it would be unwise to commit 
the Government to a definite date for the transfer of 
Parliament. Unless the proposed Commission consisted of 
" three strong men provided with ample funds ••. ", he 
felt the chances of transferring within three years were 
unlikely. 3 Later in the debate another member of the 
Committee, D. s. Johnson, admitted to being secretary of an 
organisation called the "Anti-Canberra League". At one 
stage, as proceedings became more heated, the Public Works 
Committee members were referred to as "Canberra Butchers". 4 
Government speakers generally took the view that 
progress at the Capital had been satisfactory enough and 
that to hasten matters would be uneconomic. Sir Elliott 
Johnson, in countering suggestions that the Bruce/Page 
administration was responsible for the slow progress at 
1. ibid., p. 461. 
2. ibid., p. 481. 
3. ibid., pp. 467-8. 
4. ibid., p. 472. 
Canberra, uttered perhaps the understatement of the debate 
when he commented that in the past" ... there has not been 
the enthusasm displayed by successive administrations that 
there might have been ... ". 1 
Despite whatever potential the motion may have held 
19 
for embarrassing the Government, strict party lines were not 
adhered to during the debate. w. M. Hughes was of the opinion 
that three years was ample time for the construction of a 
place" ... fit for the likes of us• but also felt that an 
assurance from the Government that "no avoidable delay" would 
be allowed was sufficient. 2 The debate attracted its share 
of Sydney vs. Melbourne feeling along the lines of Mahony's 
original speech. Sydney members expressed relief that 
Parliament was to be freed from the " ... powerful parochial 
influence of a great city", 3 while a Victorian member claimed 
that " ... certain people in Sydney •.• quite exaggerate the 
importance attached to this question by people in Victoria". 4 
The Melbourne press was regarded as a powerful instrument in 
the shaping of government policy, and some claimed to support 
the move for an early transfer to Canberra on the grounds 
that members would thereby be freed from the influence of the 
Argus and the Age. 5 This in turn drew the comment that 
members could not hope to escape the criticism of the press 
1. ibid., p. 473. 
2. {f.,l<L., p. 475. 
3. ibid., p. 476. 
4. ibid., p. 469. 
5. ibid.' P· 473. 
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by moving to Canberra. 1 
Bruce attempted to persuade Mahony to withdraw his 
motion by referring again to the Government's intention to 
establish a Commission. This failed, as did an attempt by 
the Public Works Committee Chairman to have the motion held 
over until the Public Works Committee had tabled its reports 
on the Construction of Provisional Administrative Offices, 
the erection of an Officer's Hostel and the erection of the 
Provisional Parliament House at Canberra. 2 The debate was 
adjourned when the House rose for tea and not resumed until 
7 July when, after less than two hours, the motion was carried 
by a majority of 25. 3 
The debate, together with the Public Works Committee 
reports which were tabled five days later on 12 July produced 
a high level of public interest in the transfer to Canberra 
and helped prepare for the introduction, less than a year 
later, of the Bill to create the Federal Capital Commission. 
Total expenditure at Canberra (exclusive of land 
acquisition) to 30 June 1923 amounted to £1,542,164. The 
Advisory Committee estimated that to complete the site to 
the stage when it would be possible to transfer the Parliament 
an additional £1,755,781 would be required. 4 
The Advisory Committee's views on the economics and 
1. ibid.' p. 487. 
2. ibid., p. 467. 
3. ibid., p. 1060. 
4 . ibid., p. 1227. 
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timing of construction did not always coincide with those of 
the Public Works Committee some members of which, as indicated 
above, were reputed to be against the move to Canberra. The 
construction of office buildings to accommodate those public 
servants to be initially transferred was delayed for more 
than a year when the Public Works Committee in its report of 
1 June 1923 rejected the Advisory Committee's suggestion for 
temporary office accommodation and instead recommended that 
two permanent buildings be constructed to designs submitted 
in an international competition. 1 In an effort to provide 
the required office space in time for the opening of 
Parliament, the Advisory Committee then proposed that secret-
ariats rather than whole departments be initially transferred. 
It was estimated that this proposal, which was finally agreed 
to on 10 September 1924 would reduce the amount of office 
space to that which could be provided in one building. 2 
The Public Works Committee's earlier recommendation 
for an international competition had been endorsed by a 
resolution of the House of Representatives on 24 August 1924. 
This resolution was passed on the assumption that the 
permanent buildings would be ready for occupation by the time 
Parliament was transferred, however P. G. Stewart, the Minister 
for Works and Railways, admitted that there was some doubt 
" ... whether, if the proposed competition be held, the 
1. Public Works Committee: Report, together with minutes 
of evidence concerning the construction of Provisional 
Admin1'.strative Offices at Canbe:rr-a, P.P. No. 28, Session 
1923-24, Vol. IV. 
2. Construction of Canberra, Final Report of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 16, P.P. No. 56, 
Session 1926-28, Vol. II. 
administrative offices will be ready when Parliament meets 
at Canberra". 1 
Architectural competitions had been popular with 
successive governments. They gave an added flavour of 
democratic participation to the building of the capital as 
well as spreading the responsibility for its eventual 
appearance. Theoretically such competitions could also 
ensure that the best available designs and talent were 
obtained although this was not necessarily the case and in 
fact the assessors of the design competition for the two 
permanent administrative buildings expressed regret that 
" •.• a more effective effort ... " had not been exerted 
towards" ... inaugurating in the national buildings at 
Canberra some more distinctive character". 2 
The Advisory Committee was conscious of the need to 
provide educational social and recreational facilities for 
the future residents. A school to accommodate 500 pupils 
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was erected at Telopea Park and the construction of a further 
school on the northern side of the city was recommended. 
The Committee stressed the importance of "specialised" and 
"competent" staff. The limits of its concern were, however, 
drawn short of the provision of tertiary educational 
facilities. Although a site for a university was indicated 
on the approved city plan, the Committee was of the opinion 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 105, p. 3002. 
2. Argus 16/12/24, p. 10, c. 6. The first prize was won 
by G. Sydney Jones of Sydney. 
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" that this was not likely to be justified for many 
years". 1 Provision was made for tennis courts bowling greens 
and sports fields. 
Accommodation was of course one of the most important 
elements in the plan for the transfer. This was considered 
to be basically a Cornrnonwealth responsibility but it was 
expected that private enterprise would supply some part of 
the requirements. The Advisory Committee's plans for the 
first stage of the transfer (i.e. the establishment of 
Parliament attended by those branches of the Public Service 
closely associated with their ministries) 2 involved the 
housing of some 5640 persons. Four hostels were planned as 
the most economic way of housing unmarried officials. Rather 
optimistically, (in view of the fact that the first auction 
of ;teases had not yet taken place), it was proposed that the 
government build only 310 of an estimated reauirement of 706 
cottages, leaving private enterprise to provide the balance. 3 
By the end of 1924 only 76 cottages had been commenced while 
two hostels were occupied - although not fully constructed -
and work had commenced on a third. This accommodation was 
intended for public servants and their families: conditions 
for workmen were more primitive, consisting of camps set up 
at various points around the capital site according to the 
tt f t . 4 pa ern o cons ruction. Workmen engaged on a more or less 
1. Construotion of Canberra, Final Report cf the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee, p. 17, P.P. No. 56, Session 
1926-28, Vol. II. 
2. ibid., p. 4. 
3. ibid., p. 17. 
4. ibid., p. 41. These included camps at the Power Rouse, 
Brickworks and by the Molongo. 
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permanent basis were, however, permitted to occupy the brick 
cottages. 1 
Although public servants were in a minority at this 
stage compared with the hundreds of tradesmen and labourers, 
the pressure on available accommodation together with the 
cost of construction was such that the prospects for an 
egalitarian society among those representatives of the 
permanent workforce at Canberra were restricted from the 
outset. Officers were effectively segregated according to 
salary, those with higher salaries being accommodated in a 
Hostel built on Brisbane avenue, while less expensive hostels 
were provided " .•• in which lower paid civil servants might 
be housed at rates within their means ...... 2 
As work progressed the physical environment at Canberra 
was gradually acknowledging the symmetrical arabesques of 
the Griffin design. Building a city from a plan where there 
had been nothing but open country before was a new daunting 
experience for Australia and, for that matter, most countries 
of the world. Many people, not excluding the Advisory 
Conunittee had reservations about the task. As the road system 
was extended and a start made on some of the larger buildings 
it became possible to envisage the extent and intention of 
the city plan, even though the dominant "water axis" was not 
to be completed for several decades. Tree planting was 
another activity which helped impose a structure on the 
Molonglo basin. Banks of trees were planted to provide 
1. ibid., p. 17. 
2. ibid., p. 18. 
shelter from the prevailing winds (a requirement which 
Griffin had not accepted) and extensive planting was under-
taken along main avenues and in various park areas in 
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addition to forest plantings outside the city areas. Before 
1925 more than 1 million trees had been planted. 
Residents were expected to play their part in further-
ing the concept of a garden city and the Advisory Committee 
was able to report that it had obtained the co-operation of 
the residents of cottages in Ainslie, Kingston, Forrest and 
Westridge in the planting of front gardens and parkways. 1 
This direct participation in the creation of the capital 
may have served to alleviate the sense of dislocation, even 
panic, which was experienced by some of the public servants 
transferred then and subsequently. 
Many of the Committee's problems and much of its 
significance as a predecessor to the Federal Capital Commission 
arose out of it being an advisory body without executive 
powers. It found at an early stage that its effectiveness as 
a planning authority was considerably frustrated by the 
traditional procedures of government budgeting and financial 
administration. In order to secure economies the committee 
planned for continuity of construction for periods of up to 
three years. In the event, these economies were impossible 
to achieve: the Government operated on a system of annual 
appropriations. Delays and uncertainties concerning the 
availability of finance - the first quarter of the year had 
usually passed before Parliament approved expenditure for 
1. ibid., p. 22. 
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that year - " seriously interferred with the proper 
execution of the necessary works". 1 This restriction on long 
term planning was regretted in each of the Advisory 
Committee's Annual Reports. 
It was not financial uncertainties which militated 
against the fulfilment of the Committee's programrnes for 
Canberra. Changes in the ministry were another source of 
dislocation. At the outset the Committee was responsible to 
L. E. Groom, the Minister for Works and Railways. In 
December 1921 Groom became Attorney-General and the Works 
and Railways portfolio was given to R. w. Foster. Following 
the defeat of the Nationalist Government in February 1923, 
P. G. Stewart became Minister for Works and Railways in the 
Coalition Government until he was replaced by W. C. Hill in 
August 1924. 
Events further distorted the plans for stage one. In 
the winter of 1922 severe flooding caused the collapse of a 
railway bridge over the Molonglo. Provision for heavy 
traffic to cross the river was considered necessary and the 
Committee estimated that this would add an additional £366,300 
to the costs of the first stage. This money was not 
forthcoming. 2 
The extent of the Advisory Committee's contribution 
to the development of Canberra may be measured in terms of 
its influence on the planning and construction and also in 
regard to the manner in which it prepared the way - both 
1. ibid., p. 5. 
2. ibid. ' p. 6. 
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administratively and psychologically - for the commission 
form of control. 
Although it did not exercise any direct authority over 
construction or administration, its judgment was accepted on 
matters ranging from the technology of water and sewerage 
services to the aesthetics of design at the civic centre. 1 
To this extent it adjusted the attitudes of the two 
departments (Home and Territories and Works and Railways) 
involved with work at Canberra and to a lesser extent the 
attitudes of the public generally to the idea of one 
organisation co-ordinating the development of the National 
Capital. The fact of the Committee's membership including 
senior officers of these two departments naturally 
contributed to its success in its relationships with the 
Government. 
With hindsight it is possible to say that insofar as 
it planned rather than constructed, the Advisory Committee 
probably attracted less of the blame and more of the credit 
for developments at the Capital than might have been the 
case if it had been able to exercise the "direct executive 
control over construction" which it would have liked. 2 
The bill to establish the Federal Capital Commission 
was drafted partly in the light of the Advisory Committee's 
experience. In that it was replacing the executive control, 
in regard to Canberra, of two Government Departments the 
Commission was to be a significantly powerful and influential 
1. ibid., p. 6. 
2. ibid., p. 32. 
28 
body. Some of the implications of this change in style of 
administration were explored during the debate on the second 
reading of the Bill and these are discussed in the next 
chapter. 
CHAPTER II 
ESTABLISHING THE COMMISSION: 
POLITICS AND PERSONALITIES 
29 
The question of how the business of constructing the 
capital should be administered had occupied the minds of 
politicians, public servants and, to a lesser extent, members 
of the public since the site was ceded to the Commonwealth in 
1912. The concept of a commission to develop the capital was 
suggested as early as 1915 when R. F. H. Greene, the member 
for Richmond, moved in May of that year" .•. that the 
Government should at once place the Federal Capital Territory 
under a commission and [that] the expenditure upon improve-
ments in the Federal Capital should cease to be a charge upon 
the Consolidated Revenue". 1 
Greene put forward the view that Canberra should be 
financed as a business enterprise and utilize loan funds 
rather than draw upon public moneys. It did not seem right, 
he argued, that the tax payers should have to bear the full 
burden of the establishment of the capital city. Only 
specific items - the Governor-General's residence, Parliament 
House and departmental office buildings - should, he felt, be 
a charge upon the Government. In broad outline his proposals 
were prophetically similar to those introduced in 1924 for 
the Federal Capital Commission: Greene wanted the Federal 
Territory to be vested in fee simple in a Commission 
which would have the power to raise funds 
by issuing its own bonds guaranteed by the Commonwealth. 
1. CommonweaZth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 76, p. 2933. 
30 
This Commission would act as a body corporate and would 
consist of at least three Commissioners, an engineer, and 
architect and a businessman. By means of the Commission, 
continuity of policy would be secured in contrast with the 
approach prevaling at that time whereby" ... each new Minister 
seems to think that he has a special mission to alter the 
Federal Capital Design". 1 Greene's proposals could not find 
support in a Parliament increasingly distracted by the 
developments of the first year of the war in Europe and the 
motion was lost. 
An early public indication of the direction of the 
Hughes government's thinking regarding developments at 
Canberra was given during the Governor-General's address at 
the opening of the second session of the eighth Parliament 
on 28 June 1922. Although no actual mention of a Commission 
was made, it was announced that further proposals were to be 
submitted to Parliament " •.. to secure the more rapid 
. 1 . t " 2 development and settlement of the Federal Capita Terri ory . 
The term "commission" was used less than two months 
later when Stanley Melbourne Bruce, then Treasurer in the 
Hughes Government, revealed in his first budget speech that 
the Government was considering proposals for handing over 
the Federal Capital Territory to a" •.• Board of Commissioners" 
on similar terms to those which controlled Washington D.c .. 3 
The election of 1923 made Bruce the head of a coalition 
1. ibid., p. 2935. 
2. ibid., Vol. 99, p. 9. 
3. ibid., Vol. 100, p. 1462. 
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government whose stated policies included the development of 
the Federal Capital and the transfer of the Seat of Government. 
Four months after the election Earle Page, the coalition 
Treasurer announced in Parliament that provision was to be 
made on the loan estimates of £166,500 to enable work at 
Canberra to continue for three months at the end of which the 
Commission would be in existance. This proved to be a highly 
optimistic forecast since the Federal Capital Commission did 
not come into existance until 1925. 
The reference to the Washington D.C. Board of 
Commissioners was apparently intended as a general, rather 
than a precise indication of the Government's thinking. 
Shortly before the Seat of Government (Administration) Bill, 
creating the Commission, was read for a first time, Cabinet 
approved of the expenditure involved in enabling Sir John 
Sulman, Chairman of the Federal Capital Advisory Committee 
to investigate the Commission system of Government in 
America while overseas on six months leave of absence from 
the Committee. In the submission to Cabinet it was observed 
that in fact the system of government in Washington D.C. was 
not altogether satisfactory, and that the smaller towns 
offered examples which would be better suited to Australian 
d . . 1 con itions. The extent to which Sulman's views on the 
Commission form of Government could have influenced the 
Government's action was, in any case, minimized by the timing 
1. Department of Works and Railwasy, Personal Papers of Mr. 
C. S. Daley prior to 1930: 'Proposed Appointment of 
Commission to control the Federal Capital Territory', 
1923-25, Commonwealth Archives Office: Accession CP 487/6, 
Bundle 1, Item FC 25/452. Cabinet Submission minuted 
by Earle Page and dated 17 March 1924. 
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of events for his report was completed late in 1924 and 
submitted to the Government after the personnel of the 
Commission had been chosen. 
When the Seat of Government (Administration) Bill was 
read for the second time in the House of Representatives in 
April 1924 the coalition government had been in office for 
slightly more than a year. To 1 January 1925 the Capital 
had absorbed some E3,400,000, 1 as well as the mental energies 
of engineers, planners and politicians. The workforce at 
2 that date numbered some 1340 tradesmen and labourers. It 
was no longer satisfactory to argue for a cessation of 
activity at Canberra without paying some attention to what 
should be done with the existing capital works. The spread 
of viewpoints was thus narrowed from ones ranging from total 
opposition to complete support of Canberra, to considerations 
of how, and at what rate, work at the Capital should proceed. 
There was, however, no moderation of the strength with which 
these view points were contested. A quarter of a century of 
the politics of capital building had produced some entrenched 
public and political attitudes. The memory of the Government's 
experience with Griffin still acted as a dampener on public 
enthusiasm while the economic conditions prevailing after the 
war created strong alternative pressures on the available funds. 
The post-war years had seen the development of a 
Labor Party attitude opposed to the creation of agencies such 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary DebateB, Vol. 118, p. 4027. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, FirBt Annual Report, p. 10, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1040. 
33 
as commissions, boards etc., not directly responsible to 
Parliament. This opposition had been strengthened as a result 
of the findings of an investigation into the War Service 
Homes Commission by the Public Accounts Committee which found 
that a lack of experience, co-operation and co-ordination had 
resulted in the cost of many houses considerably exceeding 
the cost passed on to returned soldiers. 1 
Although, as mentioned above, the construction works 
at Canberra represented a considerable financial investment, 
it is doubtful whether the visual impact created by the 
buildings and roads which this investment represented would 
have inspired dedication to the cause of capital building. 
Even the provisional Parliament House, progress pictures of 
which had been reproduced in various newspapers, appeared 
drab in concept compared with some of buildings housing the 
State legislatures and its severe simplicity was in particular 
contrast with the elaborate and monumental facade of the 
Victorian State Parliament House then occupied by the Federal 
Parliament. 
The Seat of Government (Administration) Bill was 
introduced on 3 April 1924 by P. G. Stewart, the Minister for 
Works and Railways, in his capacity as Minister representing 
the Minister for Home and Territories in the House of 
Representatives. 2 The Bill provided for the establishment 
1. Parliamentary Joint Committee of Public Accounts: 
Report upon the War Serviee Romes Commission, P.P. 
Session 1922, Vol. II. 
2. The Minister for Home and Territories at the time was 




of a Federal Capital Commission of three persons: a full time 
Chairman receiving £3,000 per annum and two part time 
Commissioners who could jointly earn up to £4,000 by way of 
salary and fees each year. These salaries were high by 
comparison with those provided for officers of existing 
statutory corporations and critics of the Bill made much of 
this fact during the debate. 
The powers of the proposed Commission were extensive. 
In addition to the usual range of municipal authority 
functions such as provision of gas, electricity water and 
sewage services etc., it was to have responsibility for the 
control and management of crown lands, the construction and 
operation of tramways, roads and bridges. and, subject to 
the approval of the Minister for Works and Railways, for the 
construction of all works and buildings required by the 
Commonwealth. In its role as a construction and design 
authority, the Commission was required by the Bill to utilize, 
" ... as far as possible" the services of officers of the 
Department of Works and Railways. 
To give effect to the powers conferred upon it by the 
Act the Commission was to be able to make by-laws which had 
to be notified in the Commonwealth Government Gazette. 
The Bill provided for the Commission's revenue to be 
carried to the credit of a fund to be called the Seat of 
Government Fund. As Bruce had foreshadowed, the Bill also 
provided for the Commission to borrow, " ..• in pursuance of 
a resolution passed by both houses of Parliament, moneys to 
such amount, and on such terms, as the Treasurer approves". 
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The Bill (and later the Act1 ) did not specify whether these 
borrowings were to be raised overseas or domestically. The 
Commonwealth guaranteed payment by the Commission of principal 
and interest. All moneys raised by such borrowing, together 
with all other revenue (rates, charges for service, land 
rent etc.) were to be carried to the credit of the Seat of 
Government Fund. This fund was in turn to be applied to all 
the expenses of the Commission. 
With a view to preserving all details of the cost to 
the Federal Treasury of the works at Canberra, and possibly 
also in an attempt to deflect some of the criticism which 
had been directed at the expenditure on the Capital, the Bill 
provided for the Commission to be liable for the amount 
expended by the Commonwealth on the Federal Territory prior 
to the coming into force of the Seat of Government (Administra-
tion) Act 1924. This amount (the calculation of which, in 
the event, took several years to complete) was to bear 
interest from the date of commencement of the Act. Although 
there was no way in which the amount already spent on 
Canberra could be reduced, the presentation of this expenditure 
in account form as a liability against a national asset -
Canberra - did have some public relations value. It also 
reinforced the notion that the Federal Capital would, in 
due course, be able to provide a return on the considerable 
investment from consolidated revenue. 
Despite the considerable extent of its powers and 
responsibilities, there were a significant number of constraints 
1. Commonwealth Aata No. B of 1924. 
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on the proposed Commission's independence of action. The 
provisions of the Commonwealth Public Works committee Act 
were to apply to its construction work in the Territory as 
they applied to public works proposed by any Commonwealth 
Department. This meant that the Public Works Committee had 
to consider and approve plans for any expenditure over 
£25,000. Scrutiny by this Committee was to be a considerable 
source of irritation to the commission, especially during 
the years after the opening of Parliament House. 
The Commission's accounts were deemed by the Bill to 
be "public accounts" and were thus open to examination by 
the Public Accounts Committee under the provisions of the 
Committee of Public Accounts Act. The Commission's books 
and accounts were further subject to inspection by the 
Auditor-General and annual estimates of receipts and expen-
diture were required. To protect Griffin's design from 
further well-intentioned alteration, the Bill provided that 
the Commission should not depart from the plan of Canberra 
published in the Commonwealth Gazette. In addition to all 
this, it was required to provide quarterly and annual reports 
to the Minister concerning its control and management of the 
affairs of the Territory. Finally, any by-laws made by the 
Commission could be disallowed by the Parliament. 
In his second reading speech, Stewart summarized the 
administrative history of the capital. The main reasons he 
adduced to support the creation of the Commission were that 
the existing administration by two departments was cumbersome, 
unwieldy, inefficient and inappropriate in view of the local 
government requirements that were likely to arise in the 
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Territory. The Government therefore intended to vest the 
Commission " with adequate powers to develop and maintain 
a proper system of local government in the Territory, to 
deal with the land question, the construction of the city, 
and to take over the whole of the existing works and 
liabilities". 1 
Stewart complimented the Federal Capital Advisory 
Committee on the good service which it had rendered the 
Commonwealth and stressed that the Government did not intend 
" ••. to appoint the Commission one day and scrap the Advisory 
Committee the next day". 2 Until the Commission was established 
the Government would retain the services and act on the advice 
of the Committee. Stewart also laid emphasis on the fact that 
the Bill provided for officers of the Departments of Home and 
Territor s and Works and Railways who had been wholly 
employed on departmental work in the Territory to transfer to 
the Commission thereby preserving continuity of ideas and 
plans. 
Stewart explained that the purpose of the Seat of 
Government Fund was to"··· dissociate the Commission's 
financial operations from the ordinary financial affairs of 
the Government". 3 Although, in the initial stages it was 
expected that the Territory Accounts would show a heavy 
accounting deficit, the Government was confident that this 
would be only temporary and that ultimately the receipts 
would exceed the expenditure. 
1. Commonwealth PaPliamentary Debates, Vol. 106, pp. 303-4. 
2. ibid., Vol. 106, p. 304. 
3. ibid., p. 305. 
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Most probably in anticipation of opposition criticism, 
Stewart told the House that the problem of Parliamentary 
responsibility and control was central to the Government's 
thinking: 
"The Government has endeavoured in this Bill 
to strike the happy medium. It has sought 
to give the commission reasonably full 
powers so that it may discharge its duties 
without being unduly hampered, and at the 
same time to retain sufficient authority to 
ensure that the CollUllission shall at all times 
be under parliamentary control" (1) 
Later in his speech, however, Stewart indicated that this 
"happy medium" had been drawn more on the side of the 
Commission than of Parliamentary Authority: 
"Generally the whole future of the Territory 
financially and otherwise, is really.the 
responsibility of the Commission" (2) 
Stewart concluded his speech with a plea for the Bill to be 
treated as a non-party measure and gave an assurance that 
Government members would be free to vote according to their 
convictions. 
Matthew Charlton, leader of the opposition Labor 
Party was the first speaker in the debate when it was resumed 
on 8 May. The elements of his arguments were common to most 
of the speeches against the Bill. Charlton was particularly 
concerned about the increased cost of the proposed new 
administration. The Commission was obviously going to be 
significantly more expensive than the Advisory Committee which 
1. ibid., p. 306. 
2. ibid., p. 306. 
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had, on the Government's own admission, done its work well. 
The Commissioners were to be paid a combined total in excess 
of the three Railway Commissioners of New South Wales, and 
the Chief Commissioner was to be paid more than the President 
of the Metropolitan Board of Water and Sewerage in Sydney, 
both of which organisations, in Charlton's view, carried a 
larger amount of responsibility than was ever likely to rest 
with the proposed Commission. 1 
Later speakers took up this line, contrasting the high 
salaries proposed for the Commissioners with those already 
being paid to the senior officials involved, particularly 
P. T. Owen (Commonwealth Director-General of Works) and J. 
T. H. Goodwin (Commonwealth Surveyor-General). 
In addition to finance, the question of Parliamentary 
responsibility and control ranked as a basic point of 
difference between the Government and opposition. It was 
argued by the opposition that there was no justification for 
delegating extensive powers to a body not directly susceptible 
to Parliamentary control. There had been too many blunders 
by recent commissions (particular reference was made to the 
War Service Homes commission) to justify the appointment of 
another. 2 One Labor member claimed that even if administration 
was cheaper under a system of boards, he would oppose it on 
principle. 3 
1. ibid., Vol. 106, p. 503. 
2. ibid., p. 505. 
3. ibid., p. 522 (J.E. West, member for East Sydney). 
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Apprehension about the breadth of powers likely to 
rest with the Commission was not confined to politicians. 
In March 1924, before the introduction of the Bill, c. S. 
Daley, Secretary of the Advisory Committee (and later 
Secretary of the Commission) had felt obliged to emphasise, 
in a letter to Sir John Sulman, the Chairman of the Advisory 
Committee, that" •.• the powers of the Commission are not as 
wide as they might appear, as there is a considerable measure 
of Ministerial control". 1 
Other speakers against the Bill questioned whether 
there was any real need for a Commission. It was argued that 
all the large-scale works had already been carried out by 
officers of the Works and Railways Department and that the 
Commission could not possibly consist of more capable persons 
than those of the Advisory Committee. This argument was 
often linked with the suggestion that the present Public 
Service officers were underpaid, implying that the money 
proposed to be spent on the Commission would be better utilized 
to improve the conditions of the service. 
In the form first introduced into Parliament, the Bill 
exempted officers of the Federal Capital Commission from the 
operation of the Public Service Act. The opposition were 
particularly concerned about this, claiming that it repres-
ented a danger to the promotion system and opened up the 
1. Department of Works and Railways, Personal papers of Mr. 
C. S. Daley prior to 1930: 'Proposed Appointment of 
Commission to control the Federal Capital Territory', 
1923-25. C.A.O., Accession CP 487/6 Bundle l, Item 
FC 25/452 C. S. Daley to Sir John Sulman, 17 March 1924. 
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possibility of advancement by influence rather than ability. 1 
Charlton in particular seems to have been instrumental in 
persuading Stewart to amend the Bill to provide for all 
appointments to the Commission to be made in accordance with 
the Public Service Act. 2 
The attitudes adopted by Government speakers derived 
largely from the coalition's non-centralist philosophy of 
administration. C. W. Marr, the member for Parkes, and 
government whip, encapsulated this philosophy when he asserted 
that: 
"Centralisation in administration is one 
of the curses of the Commonwealth today. 
An even greater curse is the dual control 
by the Departments now opera ting Canberra." ( 3 l 
A good deal of the speechmaking on the Government side 
revolved around the need to avoid bringing the Commonwealth 
Parliament down to a " roads and bridges, abbatoirs and 
sewers parliament". 4 The opposition replied to this by 
insisting that a competent Departmental Head (i.e. Secretary 
of a Department) could carry out this work without 
unnecessarily involving Parliament. 
A number of real and several imagined contrasts were 
built into the rhetoric as both sides attempted to clarify 







See also Wettenhall, R. C., "Federal 
Public Corporation under Mathew Charlton" 
No. 6, May 1964, pp. 10-24. 
3. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 106, p. 526. 
4. ibid .• p. 530. 
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their attitudes and at the same time enlarge their arguments. 
The opposition charged that the Government was attempting to 
sacrifice Parliamentary control over the conditions under 
which the work was carried out at Canberra for the control 
of a "few despots". 1 Government speakers characterized the 
choice as being between reducing the Commonwealth Parliament 
to the level of a shire council or increasing the efficiency 
speed and economy with which the Seat of Government was 
transferred. 
Supporters of the Bill claimed, in reply to criticism 
of the salaries proposed for the Commission, that when the 
large amount of public money involved at Canberra was taken 
into account, these salaries were not excessive and that if 
in fact, the Chairman of the Commission was to be paid more 
than the Prime Minister, this was an argument for increasing 
the Prime Minister's salary rather than reducing that proposed 
for the Chairman. 
The opposition naturally denied that increased 
efficiency would result from the appointment of the Commission 
and, turning Stewart's defence of the Commission upside down, 
claimed that the harsh application of business principles by 
the proposed Commission would retard the growth of the 
Capital. 2 Some labor members opted for a type of conspiracy 
theory of administration claiming that the Government was 
contemplating taking action: 
1. ibid., p. 552. 
2. ibid., Vol. 106, p. 617. 
.. similar to that adopted in connection 
with the Pension's Department where, after 
the hard work had been done, they provided 
a position at a big salary for one of their 
friends." 
In rebuttal of this, Government speakers argued that the 
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administration of the Capital would benefit by being removed 
1 from political control. 
Although Stewart had asked that the Bill be treated 
as a non-party measure, voting during the Committee stages 
did not diverge significantly from party lines. A certain 
lack of enthusiasm among members of the Government was, 
however, not lost on the opposition who claimed, when Stewart 
indicated his intention to amend the Bill to provide that the 
remuneration of the Commissioners should be by way of fees 
only and not salary, that the Government was trying to "buy 
off" members of the coalition and that it had also promised 
2 
sinecures on the proposed Commission to its supporters. 
The issues raised during the debate in the Senate 
were basically similar to those taken up in the lower house. 
In the committee stages of consideration, attempts were made 
to amend the Bill by reducing the number of Commissioners 
to one, by having one of the Commissioners elected by the 
residents of the Territory, by reducing the Chief Commissioner's 
salary from £3,000 to £2,000, by reducing the length of 
appointment of the Commission to three years and by requiring 
1. ibid., p. 555. 
2. ibid., pp. 712, 740-742. 
the Commission to conduct its services for use but not for 
f . 1 pro it. 
Although the issues raised in the Senate debate were 
similar, the viewpoints expressed tended to be more extreme 
and ranged from strenous opposition to the Federal Capital 
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to equally fervent support. Several Senators were concerned 
at the absence of a municipal system of government which, it 
was claimed was preferable on the grounds of democracy. 
The list of existing boards and commissions was recited as 
evidence of the coalition ministry's administrative incompet-
ence. A New South Wales Senator claimed that methods of 
local administration such as commissions were unnecessary 
since in Australian cities" ..• progress has been so great 
and the planning so ideal that I do not want to see any 
American methods introduced in them". 2 
Although, as an issue, the question of the development 
of the Federal Capital tended to somewhat distort the ordinary 
pattern of party allegiances, this effect was obscured by 
what was becoming for the Labor Party in opposition a more 
significant issue, that of Government by Commission. Their 
opposition to the Bill was underpinned by the view that 
direct Parliamentary and Ministerial responsibility should 
prevail in all instances involving the allocation of public 
funds. The departmental system was regarded as the furthest 
extent to which this responsibility should be delegated. 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Deba"tes, Vol. 107, pp. 1469, 
1486-9, 1752. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 106, pp. 1333-1341. 
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The Government's general line of reply to this was that 
continued control by departments of the construction of 
Canberra was unwieldy, inefficient and inappropriate to the 
rapid transfer of the Seat of Government, and that the 
Commission would, in any case, be accountable to the Minister 
and hence to Parliament for any expenditure at the Capital. 
The Seat of Government (Administration) Bill was 
assented to on 30 July 1924. Although the question of 
Parliamentary responsibility for administration continued 
to be a political issue over the next five and a half years, 
this was to be gradually overshadowed by the problems arising 
from the Commission's role as a form of local government. 
The question of who should be appointed as Commissioners 
roused almost as much public interest as the debate on the 
Bill itself. In his second reading speech, Stewart had 
stated that members of the Commission were to be appointed 
for their special knowledge of matters such as architecture, 
engineering, general construction, finance and general 
administration. He had stressed that "very onerous" 
responsibilities were to be placed on the Cornrnission. 1 Not 
unpredictably, the opposition had demanded to know the names 
of the proposed Commissioners in order to satisfy themselves 
that the Government was not creating positions for its 
supporters. 
Although there is no evidence that at the time of the 
second reading the Government had any particular individuals 
in mind, there was considerable consistency in the general 
l. ibid.j Vol. 106; p. 304-306. 
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description provided of the sort of persons required. Sir 
Littleton Groom, the Attorney-General, irritated by the 
repeated assertion that the salaries for the proposed 
Commissioners were excessive reminded members that "problems 
of municipal government will need to be solved by a man of 
conspicuous ability and wide knowledge 11 • 1 During the debate 
in the Senate, Pearce, the Minister for Home and Territories, 
spelt out in more detail the type of persons envisaged for 
the Commission. For the Assistant (i.e. part time) 
Commissioners it was hoped to obtain an authority on local 
government and a top class accountant. For the Chief 
Commissioner the Government was looking for " a man with 
an executive mind, who will possess considerable driving 
power and executive ability on the constructional side .•. 
he must have an executive mind and a strong personality 
allied to a driving power that will enable him to establish 
himself as a kingpin of the capital". 2 
Even before the Bill had been introduced, attempts 
had been made to influence the choice of personnel for the 
Commission. In October 1923 the President of the Royal 
Institute of Architects of Western Australia wrote to a 
Government Senator from that State asking that the Federal 
Council of the Australian Institutes of Architects be given 
the right to nominate an architect to be appointed to the 
1. ibid., p. 820. 
2. ibid., Vol. 107, p. 1407. 
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Commission. 1 In the following February a delegation from the 
Federal Council met the Minister for Works and Railways to 
press this claim, but with little success. Stewart reminded 
the architects that their profession was not the only one 
concerned in the building of Canberra and added that the 
personnel of the Commission had not at that stage been 
2 
considered by the Government. In the same month Stewart 
received a letter from the Chief Architect of the Victorian 
Public Works Department offering his services as a 
Commissioner. The Minister replied that until the legislation 
had been passed by the Parliament it was too early to consider 
the selection of personnel. 3 
In August, following the passage of the Bill, the 
Argus informed its readers that among the persons being 
mentioned for appointment as Commissioners were Sir Austin 
Chapman, a former Minister for Trade and Customs" •.• who 
represents the district and is known as the 'father' of 
Canberra", Sir John Harrison, " ... a well known Sydney 
builder who constructed Matraville" and Col. P. T. Owen, a 
b f th Ad . . 4 mem er o e visory Committee. In the following month 
1. Department of Works and Railways. Personal Papers of 
c. S. Daley prior to 1930' 'Proposed appointment of 
Commission to control the Federal Capital Territory' 
1923-25, C.A.O. Accession CP 487/6, Bundle 1, Item F'C 25/452 
President, Royal Institute of Architects of Western 
Australia to Senator Needham, 19 October 1923. 
2. ibid., Minute of views of Federal Council of Australian 
Institutes of Architects. 7 February 1924. 
3. ibid., Evan Smitti to P. G. Stewart, Minister for Works 
and Railways, 5 February 1924. 
4. Argus, 20 August 1924, p. 18, c. 5. 
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it was reported that more than 100 applications for positions 
as Commissioner had been received. 1 
Bruce finally announced the names of the commissioners 
in Sydney on the night of Friday 17 October 1924. The 
Chairman of the Commission was to be J. H. Butters, General 
Manager of the Hydro Electric Department of the Tasmanian 
Government. Sir John Harrison, a Sydney builder, and C. H. 
Gorman, Chairman of Directors of Hardie and Gorman Pty. Ltd. 
were named as Assistant Commissioners. Harrison's appointment, 
the only one successfully forecast by the papers, was apparently made 
on the grounds of his extensive experience as a building contractor 
in Sydney. At the time of his appointment he was in his late fifties. 
Clarence Hardie Gorman, who was some seven years younq<:r: than 
Harrison, had an extensive background in real estate and agricultural 
development in New South Wales. He was a member of the Real 
Estate Institute and the Royal Agricultural Society. 
John Henry Butters, the only full-time Commissioner, 
was, at 42, also the youngest. He had already had an 
impressive career in engineering and administration since 
graduating from the University College of Southhampton, 
England. At the age of 32 he was appointed Chief Engineer 
and General Manager of the Tasmanian Hydro Electric Department 
and was responsible for extending the hydro electric system to 
Launceston, the North and West Coasts, and the southern 
country districts of the state. Following completion of the 
Great Lake power scheme in 1923, Butters was made a C.M.G .. 
The Tasmanian Government arranged with the Commonwealth to 
1. Argus, 4 September 1924, p. 8, c. 9. 
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retain Butters as a consulting engineer during his period as 
Chief Commissioner. 1 
The appointment of the Federal Capital commission was 
formally approved by the Executive council on 3 November 
1924, and the Commission met for the first time on that date. 
The Seat of Government (Administration) Act was to come into 
force on 1 January 1925. Some considerable last minute 
correspondence took place between c. s. Daley, the acting 
secretary of the Commission, and the Commonwealth Attorney-
General's Department when it was realized that the proclamation 
of the Act would not invest the Commission with sufficient 
powers to assume all the responsibilities set out in its Act. 
2 A special ordinance was issued to resolve this problem. 
Before the proclamation of the Act, the first auction 
sale of leases of land at the Capital took place on a hot 
December morning on a hillside overlooking the partly 
completed Parliament House. The Argus's Special Reporter 
commented that a strong imagination was required" ..• to 
picture the Canberra of the future with graceful edifices 
where now there are only grassy slopes, intersected by very 
dusty roads". Sir Austin Chapman told the assembled buyers 
that the Commonwealth was committed to Canberra and could 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Correspondence file, 
'Appointment of Commissioners' 1924-25, Commonwealth 
Archives Office, Accession No. CP 698/35 Item 25/212. 
Extract from Australian and Mining Standard 4 December 
1924. See also Argus, 18 October 1924, p. 8. c. 3. 
2. Attorney General's Department, Correspondence File: 
'Federal Capital Territory. Commissioners' 1924-29, 
Commonwealth Archives Office, CRS A432 Item 29/1465. 
50 
not go back on this. 1 
The passage of the Bill, appointment of the Commission 
and auction of the first land leases gave a momentum to the 
development of Canberra which was to continue until after 
the opening of Parliament in May 1927. Butters, the person 
most central to this development was given a farewell dinner 
by the Hobart Chamber of Commerce in December 1924, and early 
in the new year, after paying formal calls on the Prime 
Minister and the Minister for Home and Territories, left 
Melbourne to take up permanent residence in Canberra. 2 
1. APgus, 13 December 1924, p. 36, c. 3. 
2. APgus, 7 January 1925, p. 8, c. S. 
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CHAPTER III 
THE ORGANISATION OF THE COMMISSION 
The task facing the Commission on its appointment was 
a formidable one. The precise date by which the initial 
transfer had to be completed of those public servants 
necessary for the Seat of Government to function in Canberra 
was not settled until January 1926 and it was not until the 
following May that Bruce announced that the Federal 
Parliament would meet for the first time in Canberra on 9 
May 1927, the anniversary of the opening of the first 
Commonwealth Parliament by the Duke of York in 1901. 
In spite of this lack of a precise deadline, the 
Government was pressing (and being pressed) for the transfer 
to take place at the earliest possible date. A considerable 
amount of urgency thus existed in regard to the completion 
of the basic engineering works, and the Commission set about 
establishing its organisation and administrative procedures 
immediately it assumed control. At its second meeting on 7 
November 1924 C. S. Daley was appointed Acting Secretary of 
the Commission. Two other important appointments were made 
before the Seat of Government (Administration) Act came into 
force; those of W. N. Rowse on temporary loan from the Public 
Service Board as Accountant at lBOO per annum (he was later 
permanently appointed) and P. ~. Owen, formerly Commonwealth 
Director-General of Works as Chief Engineer at ll,400 per 
1 
annum. 
The commission inherited a system of administration 
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by two Commonwealth Departments - The Department of Home and 
Territories and the Department of Works and Railways. The 
first Department dealt with general administrative matters 
including lands, surveys and local government activities 
such as education and police, while the second Department 
dealt with all building and construction services. The 
Commission was responsible to the Minister for Home and 
Territories. 
John Butters, the Chief Commissioner, made no attempt 
to conceal his view that the departmental system of organisa-
tion was• ••. quite unsuitable for the Commission's purposes 
•
2 
and "hopelessly inadequate• 3 in view of the task before 
the commission. 
As General Manager of the Hydro Electric Department 
in Tasmania, Butters had been largely responsible for the 
creation and control of an organisation similar in some 
important respects to the Federal Capital Commission. The 
Hydro Electric Department was formed when the Tasmanian 
Government purchased the Hydro Electric Power and Metallurgical 
1. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 1924-
1930 Minutes 3/11/1924 - 30/4/1930 Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A412. One Volume. Meeting No. 3 on 10 
December 1924. 
2. Federal Capital Commission: First Annual Report, p. 4, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1084. 
3. Canberra Times, 22 June 1928 p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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company of which Butters was Engineer-in-Chief. Though 
designated a State Government Department it was outside the 
scope of the State Public Service Act. According to the 
Economy Board set up by the Tasmanian Government to investigate 
the State Public Service, it was a model of sound organisation 
and good management. The Board further observed that because 
the Hydro Electric Department was outside the scope of the 
Public Service Act, 
" •.. the general manager has complete 
control of his staff, both in regard 
to appointment, dismissal, increase and 
reduction of salaries, and in general 
to reward merit, with the result that 
his staff are all keen and no officers' 
services are retained if the work in 
which they are engaged ceases from any 
cause" (1) 
Although there is nothing to suggest that Butters 
regarded the Department as a model for the Commission there 
were broad similarities between the functions of the two 
organisations and it was not surprising that certain methods 
which had proved themselves in the State Government 
Department should be adopted by the Commission. When this 
did occur, it was only after some thought. Thus, in a 
memorandum to the Chief Engineer, Butters explained the 
manner in which a particular Tasmanian method was to be 
improved before being brought into use at Canberra. 2 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Correspondence, "Appointment 
of Commissioners" 1924-25, Commonwealth Archives Office, 
Accession No. CP 698/35, Item 25/212. Extract from 
AustraZian and Mining Standard, 4 December 1924. 
2. Department of the Interior I, Civic Branch, Correspondence 
File, 'G' Series (single number) "Stores Branch -
Organisation and General Administration. General File" 
1925-1929. Commonwealth Archives Office, CRS A430, 
Item Gl96. Butters to Chief Engineer, 5 May 1925, 
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The organisation of the Commission was not, however, 
based on the work of Butters alone. C. S. Daley as Secretary 
of the Commission displayed a considerable capacity for 
meticulous administration and long hours of work. The 
effectiveness and smooth operation of the organisation was 
due in large measure to his abilities. Daley, who was thirty 
eight at the time of appointment to the Commission, had been 
with the Commonwealth Public Service since 1905. His 
training as a lawyer (he graduated from the University of 
Melbourne with degrees in Arts and Law) strongly influenced 
his style as an administrator towards a concern that the 
commission's authority be properly constituted and exercised. 
Despite his involvement with the multifarious aspects 
of the Commission's activities, Daley seems to have been 
confident that his knowledge of the technical aspects of 
the law remained current. In 1929 when Butters approved a 
suggestion that Daley should be appointed to the position of 
Registrar of Titles for the Territory for the Seat of 
Government, Daley himself commented that" ... as a result 
of my training in the Law of Property, [I] should have no 
1 difficulty dealing with any registration problems". 
It is difficult to gauge the nature of the working 
relationship between Daley as Secretary and Butters as 
Chairman of the Commission. They had arrived at positions 
1. Department of Home Affairs, F.c.T. Branch, Correspondence 
File, "G" Series (single number), "Legal Officers and 
Registrar, Appointment of, and general procedure re 
establishment of Office" 1925-1933. Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A430, Item G460. 
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of high administrative responsibility and authority through 
separate career paths and after being trained in different 
disciplines. Their different backgrounds were, to an extent, 
reflected in their personalities and attitudes. Butters was 
pragmatic, forceful and often brusque in his directness. 
Although he was mainly concerned with general construction 
and engineering policy he possessed an acute grasp of 
financial and administrative procedure. His position as 
Chief Commissioner made him the principal if not sole, 
spokesman for the Commission. 
As the organisation came under an increasing amount 
of criticism he was portrayed as an apologist for, and 
later as an active supporter of, an undemocratic form of 
local government. In forming any view of his personality it 
is necessary to bear in mind that the preponderance of 
evidence about Butters as a person is to be found in the 
(often high coloured) newspaper articles and in comments 
made under Parliamentary Privilege. 
Daley, on the other hand, rated a mention in the 
local press only very occasionally, and then usually in 
connection with his interests in music and literature and 
the general social activities of the city. The Daley/Butters 
working relationship would necessarily have been less formal 
than the Chief Commissioner's relations with the lower 
echelon staff, however the extant records of the Commission1 
do not provide much information about communication between 
1. Including C. s. Daley's Personal Papers held in the 
Commonwealth Archives Office - see Bibliography. 
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them other than via official memoranda. After weighing up 
the fact of the successful transfer of the Seat of Government; 
the considerable evidence in the Commission's files and 
reports of an effective and efficient organisation; and the 
absence of any evidence of conflict between the Chairman and 
the Secretary, it is fair to suggest that, possibly as a 
result of their different personalities, Butters and Daley 
were able to complement each others roles in the overall 
interest of the Commission's organisation. 
During the course of the next five years the 
organisation of the Commission was expanded and varied to 
meet the demands made upon it and to fulfil what the 
Commissioners regarded as its role. The basic form of the 
organisation was established during the first half of 1925. 
Information regarding organisational changes was conveyed to 
Commission staff by means of organisation circulars. By the 
end of June 1925 the organisation consisted of five depart-
ments as follows: 
Department Head Title 
Secretary's c. s. Daley Secretary 
Accounts w. N. Rowse Accountant 
Engineer's P. T. Owen Chief Engineer 
Lands J. T. H. Goodwin Chief Lands Officer 
Commissariat w. T. Farrow Super intendant 
Broadly speaking, the Secretary's, Accounts and 
Engineer's Departments were developed from the Works and 
Railways Department organisation at Canberra and the Lands 
and later the Commissariat Departments from the Home and 
Territories Department organisation. The Engineer's and 
Accounts Departments remained the largest in terms of staff 
(See Appendix I) and also in terms of importance throughout 
the life of the Commission. 
The main functions of the Commission's Departments 
as set out in its first Annual Report were as follows: 
"Secretarial Department - Staff, Corres-
pondence, Record~ Internal Audit, 
Contracts, Education, Health, Police, 
Legal matters, Ordinances, and 
Registration. 
Accounts Department - Revenue and 
Expenditure, proper recording and checking 
of the Commission's transactions -
including Factory and Stores systems, the 
production of Balance-sheets, general 
criticism of economic working, and, 
broadly, all matters relating to financial 
policy. 
Engineer's Department - Control of all 
constructional work, subdivided into 
branches dealing with Architecture, Roads 
and Bridges, Water Supply, Sewerage and 
Electrical Services, Stores and Transport, 
Industrial Questions comprising the 
engagement and control of workmen and 
their camps, housing, etc. 
Lands Department - Leases, administration 
of Local Government Ordinances, fire 
protection afforestation, surveys, and 
such matters as the control of stock and 
dairies, cattle testing, protection of 
fauna, extermination of animal and 
vegetable pests, and similar questions. 
Commissariat Department - Control of Hotels 
and Quarters." (1) 
In theory, if not in practice (see below) each Head 
1. Federal Capital Commission. Fi.r>st Annual Report, P.P. 
No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1084. 
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of Department had direct access to the Chief Commissioner to 
whom they were required to report, monthly, giving a 
comparison between expenditure and receipts and approved 
estimates; quarterly, as to the efficiency of their staff; 
and annually giving a summary of the year's work. 1 
Part of the Commission's policy regarding the 
development of its organisation was bound up with a necessary 
belief in its own permanence. The first Annual Report noted 
that provision had been made in the organisation" ... to 
meet the altered conditions which will arise as the project 
gradually emerges from what is, primarily, a constructional 
phase, and enters upon more settled stages in which adminis-
tration of the Territory and the City and the various aspects 
of a modern social community will make larger demands on the 
Commission's attention". 2 
To assist in the co-ordination of the organ ation's 
work, two high level committees were set up in April 1925. 
These were the Development Committee consisting of the Chief 
Commissioner, Chief Engineer, Chief Lands Officer and 
Secretary of the Commission, and the Staff Committee consisting 
of the Chief Commissioner and the heads of all the Commission's 
Departments. The existence and function of these Committees 
provides some useful insights into the Commission's 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Table of rldministrat1:ve 
Changes, Mar•ch 1925-Mar>eh .1928. Prepared by Commonwealth 
Archives Office from Accession CP 325 Sl. Organisation 
circular No. 6 April 1925. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, First Annual Report, p. 4, 
P.P. NO. 1 1 Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1084. 
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organisational policy. 
The Development Committee's original mandate required 
it to " discuss and deal with such matters as may be 
brought before it from time to time by the Commissioner". 1 
In subsequent organisation circulars 2 the membership of the 
Committee was increased by the addition of the Commission's 
Administrative and Designing Architects and the Surveyor-in-
charge of the Survey Branch of the Engineer's Department. 
There was also a significant addition to the functions of the 
Committee in that it was empowered to make recommendations 
to the Chief Commissioner on any matters which it considered 
of interest" ... from a development point of view". 3 This 
alteration of the Committee's role - from that of a passive 
advisory body to something approximating a committee of 
review was accompanied by the appointment of P. T. Owen, the 
Commission's Chief Engineer, as deputy chairman and full-time 
executive member of the Committee, responsible to the Chief 
C " " 4 omm1ss1oner. In 1929 an Organisation Instruction Circular 
gave Owen considerable authority: "The Deputy Chairman is 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Table of Administrative 
Changes, March 1925-March 1928. Prepared by Commonwealth 
Archives Office from Accession CP 325 Sl. Organization 
Circular No. 6, April 1925. 
2. ibid., Organisational Circular Nos. 29 and 30, July 1927. 
3. Federal Capital Commission, Table of Administrative 
Changes March 1925-March 1928, Prepared by Commonwealth 
Archives Office from Accession CP 325 Sl. Organisation 
Circular No. 30, July 1927. 
4. ibid., Organisation Circular No. 29, July 1927. 
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authorised to call upon all Departments for information, 
reports or designs which are necessary to enable him to carry 
out his work. Heads of Departments, however, will be 
responsible for ensuring that there is financial authority 
which will enable the work so requisitioned to be carried 
out, whether it be design or work in the field". 1 
As a general rule the Commission's organisational 
policies were of interest to no-one but itself. The 
Development Committee was an exception to this. In 1928, by 
which time the Commission's role as a form of local government 
was becoming increasingly questioned, the Canberra Times 
looked at the Development Committee and found it to be a not 
particularly successful attempt to maintain a scrutiny over 
the way the Commission exercised its powers insofar as it was 
unable to carry out Parliamentary Committee type investigations2 
and would not speak its mind in public. 3 
Along with the Development Committee the Staff 
Committee was regarded as a "principal committee" by the 
Commission. Its role did not, however, attract the same 
degree of public attention. The Staff Committee's functions 
included dealing with the question of economy and co-
ordination within the organisation. 4 It does not appear to 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Organisation Instruction No. 1 
(1929), Copied from Accession CP 698 S3 by Commonweal.th 
Archives Office. 
2. Canberra Times, 12 June 1928, p. 2, c 3-4. 
3. Canberra Times, 13 June 1929, Editorial p. 4, c. 3-4. 
4. Federal Capital Commission: '!.'able of Adminictrr1liv1? 
Changea Maroh 1925-Mareh 1928, Prepared by Commonwealth 
Archives Office from Accession CP 325 Sl, Organization 
- ; > : : • '' . ' :-,. - i ; -: - -Circular No. 6; Apiil 1925. 
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have played a very active role in the early years of the 
Commission possibly because there was insufficient time to 
attend to points of economy and co-ordination due to the 
pressure under which the Commission was working (and also 
possibly because the organisation was, under Butter's control, 
both co-ordinated and economical). 
By April 1926 however, sufficient problems had arisen 
to justify the holding of what was termed a Staff Conferenoe. 
The existence of the Staff Committee seems to have been 
ignored although those present at the conference, with one 
exception, comprised the membership of that Committee. The 
one exception was C. s. Daley who was "indisposed" at the 
time of the conference. Daley's absence may be significant 
insofar as the first item to be discussed was " ••• the 
question of the functions of the Secretary on behalf of the 
Commission as they affected the works of the Departments". 
The Assistant Secretary (H. R. Waterman) stated on behalf of 
the Secretary that while no friction with heads of Departments 
had been experienced, it might be preferable for his 
(Daley's) functions to be defined. After some discussion 
Butters resolved that Commission decisions should be issued 
over the Secretary's signature" ... in order that they should 
be clothed with the weight of the Commission's Authority". 
As far as possible, technical matters were to be dealt with 
by the Commission Departments directly concerned. In effect, 
this discussion confirmed the existing procedure whereby 
most outward communications from the Commission dealing with 
policy matters were either over Daley's signature (to heads 
of Commonwealth Departments and members of the public) or 
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Butter's signature (to Ministers, very senior officials and 
in particular instances, members of the public.) 
The minutes1 of the meeting make it clear that Butters 
did not wish all communication between himself and the rest 
of the organisation to be channelled through the Secretary. 
Contrary to Waterman's statement, there may in fact have 
been some differences between Daley and the other Commission 
staff over the question of whether the Secretary's Department 
was to control as well as co-ordinate the Commission's 
relations with other Commonwealth Departments and the public, 
and whether it was to stand between the Chief Commissioner 
and other Departmental Heads. 
There is no indication that further Staff Confer•ences 
were held, however the Staff Committee reappeared in 1928 
when, as a result of the considerable reduction in the amount 
of loan moneys available and consequent reduction in the 
Commission's finances, Departmental Staff sub-Committees were 
established to assist the Staff Committee in" ... effecting 
economies in every conceivable direction .•• ". No matter 
was to be considered too small to receive attention. 2 
The Commission's organisation instructions provided 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission "G" Series. ''Staff 
conference - Agenda and General" 1926-1928 CAO 
Accession CP 698/l Item G 28/2880, Minutes of Staff 
Conference held in Board Room, Commission Offices, 
19 April 1926. 
2. Federal Capital Commission Circular No. 136, "Staff 
Committee" 26 June 1928. Copied by Commonwealth Archives 
Office from Accession CP 209 S4 - Bundle 'F.c.c. 
Circular No. l'. 
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that the oversight of certain of its Departments was to be 
exercised by the two part-time Commissioners. Thus Sir John 
Harrison was responsible for the Building Construction and 
Housing Construction Departments while C. H. Gorman exercised 
a general supervision over the activities of the Lands 
Department. It was difficult for these Commissioners to 
exercise the sort of detailed supervision which Butters was 
able to provide for the Departments with which he was 
principally involved, viz. Engineers and Architects, and at 
least until a second full-time Commissioner was appointed in 
1929, final responsibility rested firmly with the Chief 
Commissioner. After the appointment of a full-time second 
Commissioner, the authority structure of the Commission was 
formalised to the extent that for routine administrative 
procedures the Commission was organised into two divisions. 
The first division, controlled by the Chief Commissioner, 
comprised the Architects and Engineers Departments while 
the second division, responsible to the Second Commissioner, 
comprised the balance of the Departments as they were in 
1929, viz. Accounts, Commissariat, Clerical, Health, Hospital, 
Internal Audit and Lands. 1 
As the pace and scope of the Commission's activities 
increased, the size of its staff grew and changes were made 
to the basic structure of five Departments (the timing of 
these changes is set out in Appendix II). The Accounts and 
Engineer's Departments reflected the increase in activity in 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Organisation Instructions 
No. 1, 1 October 1929, Copied by Commonwealth Archives 
Office from Accession CP 698 SJ (see also Appendix I). 
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different ways, the former by an increase in staff, the latter 
by a functional reorganisation resulting in the creation of 
three new Departments between October 1925 and July 1927. 
Thus, when it was found unwieldy for the Engineer's 
Department to carry the responsibility for architectural and 
building construction work, two new Departments were created 
with those names in October 1925. 1 A year later the heavy 
pressure of construction of houses for civil servants was 
cited as the reason for the creation of a separate Department 
of Housing Construction. 2 
Apart from the pressure of residential construction 
an additional factor leading to the creation of the Housing 
Construction Department was the failure of private enterprise 
to make the contribution expected of it to the supply of 
accommodation at Canberra. By the end of June 1927 in excess 
of 500 houses had been built either by contractors working 
for the Commission or by the Commission's own organisation. 3 
The Commission's Report for that year noted that there was 
nevertheless ample scope for private enterprise, particularly 
4 
as regards housing, of which there was a shortage. 
Shortly before the formation of the Architects, and 
Building Construction Departments, the Commission opened an 
1. Federal Capital Commission: Seeond Annual Report. p. 11. 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1127. 
2. Federal Capital Commission: Third Annual Report, p. 17, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-1928, Vol. II, p. 1201. 
3. Federal Capital Commission: Third Annual Report, p. 61, 
P.P. No, 182, Session 1926-1928, Vol. II, p. 1245. 
4. ibid., Report p. 13, P.P. p. 1197. 
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office in Sydney for the purpose of co-ordinating the 
requisitioning of material, and letting contracts for 
l 
construction work at Canberra. Most building supplies were 
obtained from Sydney rather than Melbourne because of the 
lower transport costs involved. 
The Hospital, following its reorganisation under a 
Superintendent (see Chapter VI) was designated a Department 
of the Commission in January 1926. Prior to this it had 
been under the de facto control of the Se'cretary • s Department, 
and even after that time the Superintendent's Annual Report 
continued to appear as an appendix to the Secretary's Report. 
A more effective separation of functions occurred in the 
case of the Internal Audit role of the Secretary's Department. 
A separate Internal Audit Department was created in January 
1926. In view of this Department's importance as a watchdog 
on the financial administration of all the various commission 
Departments, the Internal Auditor was required to report 
directly to the Chief commissioner. 2 
For a period during the 1926/27 financial year the 
Commission's staff (i.e. professional, clerical and support 
staff) exceed 400. Following the completion of the work 
associated with the opening of Parliament House however, 
these numbers were reduced and by 30 June 1927 stood at 359. 
The bulk of these were persons recruited directly by the 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, 'G' Series "f,ppointrnent 
of a Sydney Agent", 1929 C.A.O. Accession CP 698/1, Item 
G29/2546. 
2. Federal Capital Commission: Second Annual Repor>t, p. 11, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1127. 
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Commission, only 34 being officers employed under the Public 
Service Act. 1 
A special Royal Visit Section was established within 
the Commission's organisation in December 1926 to co-ordinate 
arrangements for the official opening of Parliament by the 
Duke of York, which was to take place on 9 May 1927. The 
section's role was largely to develop the recommendations 
put forward by a number of Committees which had been set up 
by the Chief Commissioner to deal with the various aspects of 
the visit (e.g. accommodation, reception and official 
luncheon, military arrangements). Until March 1927 the 
Section consisted entirely of H. R. Waterman, the Commission's 
Assistant Secretary and one typist. Waterman arranged for 
the instructions issued by Butters to be implemented by the 
various Departments of the Commission and other agencies 
involved. Despite the considerable uncertainty concerning 
the numbers likely to visit Canberra for the opening of 
Parliament, Waterman's organisation of the event appears to 
have been efficient to the point of criticism. 2 The Melbourne 
Argus thought that the ceremony had been too efficient and 
complained that it had been" .•• nearly drained of all its 
blood". 3 
Following the completion of the main programme of 
cottage and office construction the Building Construction and 
1. Federal Capital Commission: Third Annual Report, p. 26, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1210. 
2. Federal Capital Commission: Third Annual Report, pp. 70-80, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, pp. 1254-1264. 
3. Argus, 7 May 19 2 7 , p. 3 2 , c. 6 . 
Housing Construction Departments were abolished in August 
1927 and the bulk of their activities transferred to the 
Architect's Department. 1 
The appointment of the Assistant Secretary of the 
Commission to head the Royal Visit Section at a time when a 
consderable amount of work was being done to establish the 
local government administration appears to have acted as a 
rigorous test of the efficiency and adaptability of the 
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Secretary's Department. Daley was occasioned to comment that 
the experience thus gained" ... was a great advantage, as the 
officers have developed in their capacity to deal with more 
important matters •.. ". 2 Largely as a result of this 
experience, the Department was reorganised and in September 
1927 the Assistant Secretary was appointed Head of the 
Secretary's Department. Daley continued to act as Secretary 
of the Commission and also retained a general oversight of 
Ordinances and legal matters. 3 
Up until this time the Secretary's Department had been 
responsible for the administration of the Health Ordinance in 
the •rerritory. In October 1927 a separate Health Department 
was established with the usual range of municipal-type 
functions including the inspection and reporting on all 
matters affecting the health of the Community and the regis-
1. Federal Capital Commission: 1'abZe of' lldm·ini;;l,r·aL1'.ve 
Changeo March 1925-Marah 192~, Organisation Circular No. 31. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Third Annual Report, p. 25, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1212 
3. Federal Capital Commission: Table of Adrninistrativr, 
Change<1 Maroh 1925-Maro'i 1928, Organisation Circular 
No. 3 2. 
tration and control, from a health point of view, of shops 
and factories. 1 
Very little alteration was made to the structure of 
the Commission's organisation after 1927, although staff 
numbers continued to increase as the development of local 
government services more than offset the diminished 
construction programme. By 30 June 1929 the Commission's 
staff totalled 406. 
The Seat of Government (Administration) Act was 
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amended in 1926 in the light of the Commission's experiences 
during its first year of operation. 2 One amendment of 
significance to the residents enabled the Commission to 
undertake the construction of residences for public servants 
and to advance moneys to lessees for building purposes. 
Formerly this had not been possible as moneys received by 
the Commission as interest or repayments of advances had not 
been regarded as forming part of the Commission's prescribed 
revenue. The 1924 Act had provided that lands on which 
utilities and services were provided were to be vested in the 
Commission. When it became apparent that costly surveys 
would be necessary in order to delimit such lands it was 
decided instead to vest the whole of the city area in the 
Commission. 
Other amendments included the alteration of the title 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Fou~th Annual Repo~t, p. 13, 
P.P. No. 2, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 2605. 
2. Commonwealth Acts No. 32 of 1926. 
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of the Chairman of the Commission to Chief Commissioner, 1 
provision that the Minister could direct that a meeting of 
the Commission be held (in order to resolve cases of 
difficulty or deadlock since two Commissioners could form a 
quorum) , provision that the Chief Commissioner could ex<"rcise 
the functions as well as the powers of a Permanent Head under 
the Public Service Act (to remove any discrepancy between 
the conditions of service of permanent public service officers 
employed by the Commission and those employed by other 
Commonwealth Departments) and provision that, in cases of 
emergency the Commission could make by-laws which would come 
into operation immediately. 2 
The most important amendment related to the 
Commission's power to raise loans to finance the development 
of the Capital. Under the 1924 Act the Commission was 
empowered to raise loans in its own right. To have exercised 
this power it would have had to compete with the Treasury in 
the loan market, probably to the cost (in terms of higher 
interest rates) of both organisations. Although it was not 
stated during the debate, the Federal Government had for 
some time been concerned with the problem of avoiding 
excessive competition in the loan market. It was largely 
due to the efforts of the Federal Government that the loan 
council had met on a voluntary basis in 1924 and continued 
to meet until it was reconstituted under the financial 
agreement of 1928. The inclusion in the Seat of Government 
1. For convenience the term Chief Commissioner has been 
used throughout this thesis. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, pps. 
3840-3842. 
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(Administration} Act of a provision enabling the Commission 
to borrow independently of the Treasury was, by 1926, 
clearly in conflict with the Bruce/Page Government's policy. 
The amendment provided that the Commission, if it wished to 
raise a loan, could arrange with the Treasurer to do so in 
conjunction with the ordinary flotation of Government loans. 1 
Parliamentary authority for the raising of the 
Commission's first loan using the Treasury machinery was not 
granted until the 1926/27 financial year. Up until that 
time the Commission's operations had been financed partly 
from revenue that mainly from advances from the Treasury. 
The amount raised in this first loan was retained by the 
Treasury in liquidation of these advances. This system -
whereby funds advanced by the Treasury were recouped 
periodically by loans raised on the Commission's behalf -
was satisfactory to all parties and was continued for the 
life of the Commission. To provide additional flexibility 
in the financial operations of the Commission arrangements 
were made for it to operate an overdraft of £350,000 with 
the Commonwealth Bank. In practice this overdraft was 
liquidated by Treasury advances whenever it reached about 
2 £100,000. 
During the period from January 1925 to 30 June 1929 
(the last date for which an official summary of expenditure 
was published} the Accounts Department of the Commission was 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Second AnnuaZ Report, p. 5, 
P.P. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1120. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Third Annual lleport, p. 6, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1190. 
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responsible for the control and recording of an expenditure 
by the Commission of some E7,800,000. 1 This expenditure was 
to an extent offset by revenue (from land rent, sales of 
goods from Commission factories, provision of services and 
the like) which increased from El91,864 in the 1925/1926 
financial year to E594,l24 in 1928/1929. The total revenue 
'income' to the Commission during this period was Ll,787,841 
reducing the commission's outlay to a net figure of about 
L6,000,000. 
The requirement that the Commission establish its 
organisation while at the same time speeding up the 
construction activity at Canberra placed considerable 
responsibility and pressure on the Accounts Department. 
Under what seems to have been the very able guidance of the 
Accountant, w. N. Rowse, the first two years were spent 
changing over from the departmental system of accounting to 
a commercial system providing for the recording of all 
transactions on the double entry principle with a view to 
the preparation of balance sheets for the whole undertaking. 
The work included establishing separate accounts and costing 
systems for the Commission's manufacturing concerns (these 
included the brickworks, fitters and joiners shop, quarry and 
hotels) and for the vehicle fleet. Rowse was particularly 
enthusiastic about the use of mechanical accounting machinery 
for ledger posting, dissection of expenditure and related 
1. This figure was obtained by summing expenditure figures 
from each of the Commission's Annual Reports. 
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accounting operations. 1 
While the system Rowse helped to establish operated 
efficiently within the Commission's organisation, its very 
simplicity and speed of operation were the cause of some 
difficulties in the Commission's working relationships with 
other Commonwealth Departments. In 1927 the Commission 
attempted to c1arify the procedures involved in carrying out 
work for Commonwealth Departments transferred to the capital. 2 
The Department of Works and Railways at that time controlled 
the votes (i.e. the Budgetary Appropriation of funds) for 
such items as Rents, Repairs and Maintainance and Fittings 
and Furniture for all Commonwealth Departments. Despite 
lengthy negotiations with the Commission, this Department 
was adamant that no liability for these funds was to be 
incurred without its authorisation. 3 In exasperation at 
what he regarded as an "economic absurdity", Butters sought, 
unsuccessfully, to have Cabinet decide in favour of what he 
termed the Commission• s ''simple procedure". 4 
The Commission's attempts to transact its business 
with other Commonwealth Departments on commercial lines gave 
1. Federal Capital Commission, First Annuat Report, pp. 14-15, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, pp. 1094-5. 
2. Department of the Interior I, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, "Works and Services for 
Other Departments, General Procedure", 1927-1932, C.A.O. 
CRS A430, Item G913, Sec. F.C.C. to Sec. Treasury,24 
August 1927. 
3. ibid., Sec. Works and Railways to Sec. F.C.C., 9 September 
1927. 
4. ibid., Chief Commissioner to Minister for Home and 
Territories, 10 October 1927. 
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rise to further difficulties in the following year. As the 
Commission was required to pay interest at six percent on its 
bank overdraft, it informed Commonwealth Departments that 
this rate would be charged on any accounts not settled within 
fourteen days. The Treasury was quite taken aback by this 
move and hastened to inform the Commission that the "proper 
course" was to enforce prompt payment and that if accounts 
were help up, " ••• the Treasury, if advised of the position 
will do all in its power to enforce paymf>nt". The Commission's 
Accountant noted in August 1928 that there had been a 
considerable improvement in the prompt payment of accounts 
by Departments. 1 Whether this improvement can be attributed 
to the threatened interest charges, or to Treasury menaces 
is unclear. 
Under the terms of its Act the Commission was liable 
for the amount expended by the Commonwealth prior to 1 January 
1925 in connection with the establishment and administration 
of the Territory. 2 This amount had to be carried by the 
Commission as a capital debt although it included expenditure 
on such things as education, public health, policing and 
general territorial administration back to 1901. This 
expenditure had not produced anything which could be regarded 
as an asset for accounting purposes and Butters personally 
J. Department of Interior I, Civic Branch, 1932, Correspon-
dence Piles "G" Series (Single Number) : "Recoverable 
Expenditure, Works and Services carried out for 
Commonwealth Departments" 1927-1930, C.A.O. CRS A430 
Item G241, Accountant to Chief Commissioner 14 Auqust 
1928. 
2. Commonwealth Acta No. 8 of 1924, Section 21(1). 
expressed doubt that it was sound financial policy to meet 
this expenditure out of loan moneys. 1 The value of this 
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preliminary developmental expenditure and general expenditure 
of the kind for which no assets existed was calculated by the 
Commission to be £1,749,390. 2 
The preparation of a balance sheet for the Territory 
showing the Commission's assets against its liabilities 
required an analysis of this capital debt - i.e. a statement 
of the assets in the Territory which came within the 
Commission's control. The Seat of Government (Administration) 
Act required this statement to be supplied and certified by 
the Commonwealth Auditor-General. Despite much correspondence 
and several conferences between officers of the Auditor-
General's Department and the Commission, this certificate 
was not supplied until 1928. 3 
This delay in preparation of the certificate was 
referred to by Butters in his evidence before the Joint 
Parliamentary Committee on Public Accounts in June 1928. 
Although the Committee was specifically enquiring into the 
cost of housing at Canberra, Butters used the opportunity 
to make a general statement in defence of the Comrnission's 
practices and policies, and expressed his frustration that 
1. Butters to Minister for Home Affairs, 2 November 1929, 
Letter covering Commission's Fifth Annual Report, 
P.P. No. 10, Session 1926-28 .. Vol. III, pp. 2919-2934. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the F.C.C., "G' Series ["Publicity"] 1928-1929 C.A.0. 
Assession CP 698/1 Item G29/2244. 
3. Federal Capital Commission, Fourth Annual Report, p. 2. 
P.P. No. 2, Session 1929, Vol. II, p. 2594. 
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the Commission should have been criticised for not producing 
a complete statement of accounts and a balance sheet covering 
its operations when in fact the Auditor-General's provisional 
certificate had not been received until 21 February of that 
year. Speaking with some feeling, Butters told the Committee 
that it was quite impossible to open up a set of books until 
a final certificate was obtained: " there is, I can 
assure the Committee, at least six months very hard work 
between the opening of this set of books and the establishment 
of a balance sheet" . 1 
The final certificate was received on 8 March 1928 
and showed the Commission's total liability in respect of 
expenditure prior to 1 January 1925 as being £3,409,581/9/7. 
At 30 June 1928 the Commission's total liability - basically 
the figure supplied by the Auditor-General plus interest at 
2~ per cen per annum on this amount, plus the amount advanced 
by the Treasury between 1 January 1925 and 30 June 1928 
(reduced by the amount of loan moneys retained by the 
Treasury in liquidation of these advances) plus the 
Commission's liability under the loans raised on its behalf -
came to £8,478,043. 
There is a certain irony in the fact that, by the time 
the Auditor-General's certificate was received, the Commission 
had already begun to reduce its expenditure in line with the 
policies adopted by the Government to meet the reduced 
availability of overseas loan funds. After more than half 
the 1927/28 financial year had elapsed the Commission was asked 
1. Canberra Times, 22 June 1928, p. 6, c. 4. 
to reduce its expenditure by E250,000 compared with its 
approved estimates for that year. 1 Its instructions in 
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December 1828 were nevertheless to proceed with all speed to 
transfer the rest of the public service to Canberra. By April 
1929 however the financial position had worsened and the 
Commission's estimate of one and a quarter million pounds for 
the completion of the transfer had finally to be reduced to 
2 £405,000. 
In view of the drastically reduced level of construe-
tion activity and the Government's policy of reducing public 
expenditure wherever possible, the Commission's organisation 
was reviewed and in the six months between June and October 
1929 its staff was reduced from 408 to 285. Following the 
change of Government in October 1929 the organisation was 
further reduced in size. 
This brief description of the Commission's organisation 
has endeavoured to describe how the organisation responded 
to demands made upon it. Some of the problems which arose 
in the Commission's relations with other Commonwealth 
Departments have been mentioned; others will be considered 
in later chapters. 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Fourth Annuai Report, p. 2, 
P.P. No. 2, Session 1929, Vol. II, p. 2594. 
2. Butters to Minister for Home and Territories, 2 November 
1929, Letter covering Commission's Fifth Annual RepoPt, 
P.P., No. 10, Session 1929-30-31, Vol. 3, p. 2920. 
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CHAPTER IV 
MOULDING THE SOCIETY AT CANBERRA 
From 1 January 1925 the Federal Capital Commission 
was the sole form of Government and most important single 
employer in the Federal Territory. The Seat of Government 
(Administration) Act did not provide for local participation 
in this form of Government and the Commission's relationships 
with inhabitants of the Territory came to be increasingly 
involved with the politics which arose from this fact. For 
the first years however, this remained as a background issue: 
there were other and more immediate concerns, irritations and 
goals. 
Some of the policies which the Commission was required 
to implement and administer had been decided upon by the 
Government before January 1925. Others were developed by the 
Commission to meet what it saw as the needs of the changing 
and growing community. Yet others arose from the requirements 
written into the Seat of Government (Administration) Act. 
From both the Government's and the Commission's viewpoint one 
of the most important short term tasks was the preparation 
for the transfer of the Seat of Government. 
One of the first major problems which the Commission 
had to resolve concerned the timing of the transfer. The 
Government's announced objective was that the next elected 
Parliament should meet at Canberra during the first half of 
1926. The scheme which the Commission inherited from the 
Advisory Committee provided for the construction of Parliament 
House, a building to accommodate a secretariat of each 
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Department, and sufficient housing for Members of Parliament 
and Parliamentary and other staffs. 1 
The Secretariat Scheme as it was called initially 
envisaged the transfer of about 160 officers. Early in 1925 
enquiries by the Commission indicated that this was a profound 
underestimate and that in order to satisfy the wishes of the 
Commonwealth Departments involved, over eleven hundred persons 
would have to be accommodated. 2 A considerable amount of 
correspondence passed between the Commission and the Government 
regarding the timing and procedures for the transfer. This 
correspondence indicates, to an extent, the lines along 
whcih the relationship between the Commission (and more 
particularly Butters) and the Government were developing. 
On 2 June 1925, shortly after severe flooding had 
briefly halted activities at the Capital, Butters wrote to 
Senator Pearce, the Minister for Home and Territories, 
explaining that while the Commission felt that it couid 
complete the Secretariat Scheme in time (i.e. by .June 1926), 
in view of the weather conditions prevailing in Canberra 
at that time and the pressure under which all concerned would 
have to work to achieve this intention, the transfer should 
be postponed until Anniversary Day (12 March) 1927. Among 
other advantages, the delay would allow the Commission to 
make effective provision against flooding. Almost immediately 
after this letter, on 10 June, Butters wrote again to the 
1. Federal Capital Conunission, Pirst Annual Repo»t, p. 5, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. III, p. 1085. 
2. ibid. 
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Minister. The ostensible reason for this was that the flood 
scare had now been somewhat removed and the Commission could 
look at the transfer scheme from another angle. It seems 
equally likely that the letter was prompted by an unfavourable 
reaction - possibly from the Department of Home and 
Territories - to the earlier letter. The Department may have 
pointed out that the June 1926 deadline had been decided by 
Parliament and was not to be altered lightly. Whatever the 
particular cause, Butters did not reconsider his views. In 
a characteristically direct fashion he told the Minister 
that, 
" - from a strictly business point of 
view, the Commission, cannot, without a 
wasteful expenditure of public money, 
guarantee to have the place ready for 
occupation by June next. If, therefore, 
you decide not to accept the recommendation 
as set out in my recent memorandum, I 
should like to assure you that we shall 
have no feelings on the subject so long 
as you are prepared to take whatever risk 
is involved in the matter". (1) 
Following this correspondence the Government attempted 
to steer the Commission towards a longer but more intensive 
transfer programme and requested that estimates be prepared 
for the additional requirements that would be involved in 
completing the transfer of all Commonwealth Departments by 
June 1927. In response the Commission argued that difficulties 
regarding the supply of labour and materials would make it 
impractical to complete the full transfer before June 1928, 
particularly in view of the Public Works Committee's 
-------------------------------·-·~·--·-
1. Argus, 26 June 1925, p. 7, c. 4. 
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pronouncement against temporary buildings. 1 
Frustrations concerning the transfer were by now 
mounting on the part of both Commission and Government. The 
options open to the Commission were already severely restricted 
by pressure for an early transfer and by the resolution of 
Parliament to proceed with the competition for a design for 
a permanent administrative building rather than allow 
temporary offices to be built which could later be scrapped. 
Although the competition had been held and won - by G. Sydney 
Jones, an architect from Sydney - Public Works Committee 
approval was still required before construction could commence, 
and Jones and the Commission were in agreement that it would 
be the end of 1930 before the building would be ready for 
occupation. 
On 13 August 1925 the Commission proposed a scheme 
involving the construction of premises which, although 
permanent structures, would not be required for their 
ultimate purpose for some time and could be used temporarily 
as offices. Although this avoided the problem of temporary 
structures, it was not satisfactory to the Public Works 
Committee which rejected the proposal on the grounds that 
lack of concentration of the Commonwealth's activities would 
be uneconomical and would lead to a lack of efficiency in 
administration. 2 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Second Annual Report, p. 7, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1123. 
2. Federal Capital. Copy of a Memorandum dated 21 December 
1925 addressed to the Minister for Home and Territories 
by the Chairman, Federal Capital Commission, on the 
subject of the Transfer to Canberra, P.P. No. 17, 
Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1307. 
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In November 1925 the Government moved again to resolve 
the stalemate. It accepted the Commission's advice that the 
Secretariat Scheme would be inconvenient, costly and 
inefficient and asked for a report on the earliest possible 
date on which accommodation could be provided for a "nucleus" 
staff on a permanent basis, and alternatively for a smaller 
scale transfer in the first instance. Although the change 
in terminology from "secretariat" to "nucleus" implied a 
different approach, the "nucleus" scheme initially considered 
provided for the transfer of 1246 officers, only slightly 
more than the 1117 which Commonwealth Departments had 
indicated would have to be transferred under the Secretariat 
Scheme. 
The Commission reported back on 21 December 1925 that 
1 July 1928 was the earliest practicable date on which a 
"nucleus" staff could be transferred, however a smaller scale 
transfer involving the transfer of 960 officers (achieved by 
the reduction of the Defence Department to a Secretariat) 
could be completed by March 1927. Under this scheme office 
accommodation would be provided in the first Secretariat 
Building, the National Library Building and the Hotel 
K ' 1 urraJong. This alternative scheme was approved on 6 
January 1926 and was referred to, in general terms, in the 
Governor-General's (Lord Stonehaven's) speech at the opening 
of the tenth Parliament on 13 January 1926. 2 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Seeond Annual Report, p. 7, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1123. 
2. Argus, 14 January 1926, p. 11, c. 7. 
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Settling on a firm date for the transfer of the Seat 
of Government was only part of the problem. Other difficul-
ties confronted the Commission in its dealings with the public 
servants likely to be transferred. It could not have been 
expected that the prospect of the move would leave them 
untroubled. The compulsory nature of the transfer created a 
certain resentment and the Commission was active during the 
months before the transfer painting as attractive a picture 
of the new city as was possible, and attempting to put down 
rumours about the cost of accommodation, lack of amenities 
and services etc. 
Despite these efforts, a good deal of apprehension 
existed among public servants. Because of the location of 
the Federal Parliament in Melbourne for the past quarter of 
a century, most officers had accepted that city as their 
home. They stood to loose established friendships, an 
agreeable social environment and educational and sporting 
opportunities. The prospect of exchanging this for what was, 
despite a good deal of propaganda by the Commission, a 
collection of buildings smaller and less well established 
than most country towns, made Melbourne seem by comparison 
a centre of culture, comfort and civilization. For older 
public servants 
-
those with only a few years left to work 
before retirement the prospect was particularly unwelcome. 1 
-
The public servants organised themselves to safeguard 
their interests. In August 1925 the Minister for Home and 
Territories received a letter informing him that a Public 
L Argus, 27 November 1924, p. 6, c. 6. 
83 
Service (Canberra) Committee had been formed. According to 
H. S. Richards, the Secretary of the Committee, its members 
had a vital interest in the local arrangements in view of 
the preponderance of transferred officials and their families 
in the future population at Canberra and also because the 
transfer would involve " a complete break in the life 
outside the service of so many public servants who have 
taken an active part in the life of the communities in which 
they have been domiciled ... ". The objects of the Committee 
were broadly stated to be" ••• the representation of the 
officers of Parliament and of the public service in 
1 
connection with the transfer of the Seat of Government." 
The Committee sought, and obtained from the Minister, 
the right of direct consultation and communication with 
the Government and the Federal Capital Commission " ... on 
matters pertaining to the transfer to and to subsequent 
residence in the Federal Capital," 2 The Commission was 
informed of this in a letter which, although polite, 
indicated quite clearly that the Committee did not regard 
itself as negotiating with the Commission on anything but 
equal terms. Richards concluded his letter to Butters by 




acquiescence in supplying it with information regarding 
Federal Capital Commission. General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission: 'Public Service 
(Canberra) Committee. Representative of officers to be 
transferred. General File.• 1925-1927. C.A.O. 
Commonwealth Accession CP 698/l, Item G27/1306, H. s. 
Richards to Sen. G. F. Pearce, 19 August 1925. 
ibid. 
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settlement at Canberra which it may seek from time to time." 1 
Butter's reply to this letter was fairly congenial in 
tone. Relationships between the Committee and the Minister 
for Home and Territories were also apparently untroubled, for 
in December 1925 Senator Pearce undertook that the Government 
would meet the cost of a delegation of six members of the 
Committee visiting the capital site for a period of six days. 
Shortly after this trip one of the Melbourne newspapers 
carried a precis of a report which was supposed to have been 
circulated among public servants following the delegation's 
visit. 2 The newspaper report provoked a strong reaction 
from the Commission. In an indignant memorandum to the 
Minister, Butters described the Committee as being " .•. not 
only an embarrassment but a menace" and suggested that the 
Minister send for the Committee and give them a "plain talk". 3 
Although the Committee dissociated itself from the 
the offending newspaper report, 4 it was less than a fortnight 
before Butters was again writing to the Minister, this time 
in regard to an article in the Age by one of the members of 
the Committee. 5 Butters expressed alarm at the way things 
1. ibid., H. s. Richards to Butters 7 September 1925. 
2. Sun NeuJB Pictorial, 25 November 1925. 
3. Federal Capital Commission. General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission: 'Public Service 
(Canberra) Committee. Representative of officers to 
be transferred. General File' 1925-1927. C.A.O., 
Commonwealth Accession CP 698/1, Item G 27/1306. 
Butters to Sen. G. F. Pearce, 26 November 1925. 
4. ibid., H. s. Richards to Sen. G. F. Pearce 25 November 
1925. 
5. Age, 3 December 1925, Article by A. R. Townsend. 
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were developing and again suggested that the Committee, both 
collectively and individually, " should be spoken to 
fairly plainly." 1 Pearce does not appear to have accepted 
or acted upon Butter's advice. 
Despite these early difficulties, the Committee 
worked hard and effectively at the job of protecting the 
interests of public servants transferred to Canberra. It 
took up the questions of educational facilities for the 
children of officers, the quality and cost of foodstuffs in 
Canberra and the monotony of design of the houses being 
built by the Commission. It was critical of the economics 
and aesthetics of the Commission's cottage designs, claiming 
that comfort and convenience had been to a large extent 
sacrificed in order to reduce costs. 2 It sought, unsuccess-
fully, for the minimum time period during which a building 
3 had to be commenced to be increased from two to four years. 
Equally unsuccessfully it submitted that a gas supply should 
be provided at Canberra. Although the Committee's arguments 
on this last proposal seem to have been based more on 
familiarity with the use of gas (in Melbourne) than on any 
particular economic advantage, their persistance was such 
1. Federal Capital Commission. General Correspon~ence of 
the Federal Capital Commission: 'Public Service 
(Canberra) Committee. Representative of Officers to be 
transferred. General File' 1925-1927. C.A.O., 
Commonwealth Accession CP 698/1, Item G27/1306. Butters 
to Sen. G. F. Pearce, 4 December 1925. 
2. ib1:d., H. S. Richards to Sen. G. F. Pearce, 28 :June 1926. 
3. ibid., H. s. Richards to Sen. G. F. Pearce, 25 September 
1925. 
that the Commission was eventually obliged to engage a 
consultant to report on the possibility of constructing a 
1 gas works. The Committee's overriding concern was that 
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public servants should not be expected to make any sacrifice 
additional to the one of transferring from their homes in 
Melbourne. 2 
As mentioned earlier, the environment to which the 
public servants were moving was conditioned by various 
factors which were independent of the Capital's size ano 
newness. One particular factor which was taken by critics 
of the Capital as an indication of a more general 
administrative malaise was the unavailability of beer and 
spirits in the Territory. 
Under the terms of the Liquor Ordinance 1910, licences 
for the retail sale of liquor in the Federal Capital 
Territory could not be granted, although liquor could be 
brought into and consumed within the Territory. A variety 
of forms of liquor control were considered by the Bruce/Page 
Government. In March 1924 Cabinet considered a proposal 
that, while in Europe, John Sulman, Chairman of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee should investigate the so-called 
"Gothenburg" system of liquor control whereby the liquor 
trade was under municipal control. The submission argued 
that absolute prohibition was unworkable and that drink 
1. On the basis of the consultant's findings, the Commission 
was able to satisfy the Minister that there were good 
aesthetic engineering and economic reasons for not 
installing gas. 
2. APgus, 9 February 1926, p. 21, c. 4. 
should be available within the Territory " but under 
strict conditions to prevent abuse", and that this system, 
or some modification of it " ••• would offer a solution to 
the problem at Canberra if it is desired to eliminate the 
ordinary bar trade as at present carried on with its many 
objectionable features". Cabinet declined to approve the 
expenses for the enquiry. 1 
Although liquor could not be sold by retail under 
the 1910 Ordinance, under the New South Wales law which 
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applied to the Territory, certain wine growers had the right 
to sell their produce in bulk in the Territory. This had 
the effect of nullifying the Government's policy which the 
Commission interpreted to mean that liquor, whether retail 
or wholesale, should not be sold in the Territory. 'l'o correct 
this anomaly the Provisional Government Ordinance was amended 
in 1926. 2 
Despite suggestions in Parliament that sly qrog selling 
was going on "vigorously" 3 in Canberra (and in view of the 
labour force of 3,000 or so it seems unlikely that no 
instances of this occurred) there do not seem to hcive been 
any prosecutions for breaches of the 1910 Ordinance during 
the Commission's first year of operation. Between January 
1. Department of Works and Railways. Personal Papers of 
Mr. C. S. Daley prior to 1930: 'Proposed Appointment of 
Commission to Control the Federal Capital Territory', 
1923-1925, C.A.O., Accession CP 487/6 Bundle 1. 
Submission annotated with Decision dated 17/3/1924. 
2. Federal Capital Commission. Second Annual {/{)por<l, p. 13, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 11 ?9. 
3. Commomiealth PaPliamentaPy Debates, Vol. 111, p. 1508. 
1926 and July 1927 however, three convictions were obtained 
at the Queanbeyan Courthouse (there being no courthouse in 
the Federal Territory) and fines of E30 were imposed. The 
liquor confiscated by the police in connection with these 
prosecutions amounted to 70 bottles of beer, 40 of wine and 
27 of whisky. 1 
The 1924 Cabinet Submission, although rejected, was 
stating the obvious when it noted that absolute prohibition 
in the Territory was unworkable. There was nothing to 
prevent residents purchasing beer, wines or spirits at the 
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nearby town of Queanbeyan and bringing it into the Territory 
for their own consumption provided they did not attempt to 
resell it. Rather than encourage teetotalism, the legislation 
simply placed at a disadvantage those without the means to 
travel to New South Wales or without the gumption to arrange 
for some other person or agency to purchase liquor on their 
behalf. There is no evidence that temperance was encouraged 
among the staff of the Commission (one former employee of 
the Commission referred to one of the Commission's Departmental 
Heads as a" ... bottle of whisky a day man ... 112 ) although 
1. Federal Capital Commission. General correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission. "G" Series. ["Operations 
of Sly Grog Sellers"}, 1927. Commonwealth Archives 
Office Accession CP 698/l Item G27/2403, Secretary F.C.C. to 
Secretary Home and Territories, l July 1927. 
2. Interview with Mr. Keith Karmel, Canberra, 1971. 
89 
alcohol, as well as gambling1 were considered to be social 
problems as far as the workmen's camps were concerned. 
The question of whether the capital was to be wet or 
dry is of importance in the broader context of the various 
forces operating on the developing social patterns and 
attitudes in Canberra. The anti-liquor lobby regarded the 
Capital as a significant opportunity to demonstrate the 
benefits of teetotalism. Until the matter was resolved by 
referendum (see Chapter VII) the debate increased in heat 
although not in clarity. As with many social questions, the 
forces for and against were frequently manoevring in separate 
(al though perhaps adjoining) fields - the antis were opposed 
to alcohol, the pros were in favour of freedom of choice etc. 
An early sortie by the Victorian Anti-Liquor League 
into the Canberra liquor question was a tactical failure. 
In July 1925 the League, in a letter to the Public Works 
Committee, criticised a suggestion by the Commonwealth 
Architect, J. s. Murdoch, that liquor should be sold at the 
Commission's Hostels in Canberra in order to supplement the 
revenue from this source. The Chairman of the Committee 
1. Butters was instrumental in the formation of a Church 
Committee, representative of all denominations operating 
at Canberra, to co-operate with the Social Service 
Association. One of the first agenda items agreed on 
by the Committee was the development of a programme of 
counter-attractions to gambling in the temporary 
settlements. Butters wrote "excellent" against this 
proposal when it was mentioned in a note concerning the 
Committee. See Federal Capital Commission. General 
Correspondence of the Federal Capital Commission, "G" 
Series: "Formation of a Church Committee in connection 
with Social Services Activities" 1927-1929. Accession 
CP 698/1, Item G27/3344. 
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responded by publicly rebuking the League for making " a 
contemptible attack upon a public servant". 1 
As the time for the transfer drew closer, the temper-
ance forces found another source of opposition. It was one 
thing for a Parliamentarian to advocate temperance and 
moderation in a city where alcohol was readily available 
and likely to remain so, but quite another when it meant 
the prospect of not being able to relax with a drink after 
a tiring day in the new Parliament House. The decision of 
the Joint House Committee in 1926 to install a liquor bar 
in the Provisional Parliament House 2 (there was, of course, 
a bar in the Parliament House in Melbourne) provoked a flurry 
of activity among the temperance organisations. The Argus, 
commenting on this development found there was no commonsense 
in forbidding a bar in Parliament House or enforcing dryness 
at Canberra, and that" .•. to say that a member of Parliament 
k ' b d • ' II 3 must eep to a temperance regime or ers on impertinance . 
The debate on the Joint House Committee's decision 
provided the newspapers with some entertaining copy. S. M. 
Bruce managed to successfully circumvent a motion by Sir 
Elliott Johnson to the effect that the Committee's report be 
dissented with, and also a proposal that the issue be made 
the subject of a referendum, by moving that the liquor 
question be submitted to a poll of local residents to be held 
1. Argus, 7 July 1925, p. 11, c. 3. 
2. ibid., 18 June 1926, p. 10, c. 5. 
3. ibid. 
on a date after the first meeting of Parliament House in 
Canberra. 1 
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The question was raised again briefly in October 1926 
at the time of the Empire Parliamentary Association's visit 
to Canberra. A New South Wales clergyman alleged at the time 
that the visitors had been entertained with strong drink and 
that 76,000 empty bottles had been removed from the Capital 
during the Association's visit. 2 
Although various attempts were made by the temperance 
organisations to keep the debate alive, the decision to hold 
a poll of residents took the heat out of the issue for the 
time being. The Commission refused to be drawn into 
discussion on the subject beyond stating that it was the 
duty of public servants to accept loyally the decision to 
hold the poll. 3 
When the Commission assumed control of the Territory 
the population stood at almost 3,000. 4 By the end of 1925 
this number had risen to almost 5,000 of whom more than half 
were workmen employed by the Commission. In April-May 1925 
an outbreak of Scarlet Fever occured at the Molonglo 
Settlement, one of the workmen's camps. Although the out-
break does not appear to have caused any deaths, it brought 
to public attention the conditions under which workmen and 
1. ibid., 30 July 1926, p. 6. 
2. ibid., 20 October 1926, p. 26, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 23 March 1927, p. 13, c. 1. 
4. Commonc.Jeaith Pariiamentary Debates, Vol. 118, p. 4603. 
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their families were living. At the time of the outbreak the 
Medical Officer reported to the Chief Commissioner that while 
some of the homes at the Settlement were clean and tidy, 
other people were living in "squalor and filth". 1 
Butters saw the Commission as having an important 
role to play in the development of a community spirit, but 
he resented attempts to link social issues, which he regarded 
primarily as spare-time sporting and cultural activities 
with what the Unions regarded as social issues, viz., the 
cost and quality of accommodation, food, etc .• In May, 
following the report of the Medical Officer on the Molonglo 
Settlement, Butters called a meeting of Union and Camp 
representatives to consider proposals for the welfare of 
the Commission's employees. The meeting did not proceed 
smoothly. Butters refused to allow conditions in the camps 
to be discussed on the grounds that the Commission had 
already given an undertaking to deal immediately with any 
problems in that area. He informed the meeting that since 
unemployment was rife throughout Australia, the Commission 
was endeavouring to employ as many people as possible and 
that the consequent overcrowding was a lesser evil than 
unemployment. There was not the slightest hope of every 
married man having a cottage: " ... to do so would occupy as 
1. Federal Capital Commission General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ( 'G' Series): "Medical 
Inspection of the Molonglo Settlement", 1925, Commonwealth 
Archives Office, Accession CP 698/1, Item G25/827. 
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much time as would suffice to build three or four capitals." 1 
In late May 1925 severe flooding cut the capital site 
in two. At one stage communications between the Chief 
Commissioner and P. T. Owen the Chief Engineer, were maintained 
by means of semaphore by day and morse code by night. 2 The 
spread of the floodwaters around the Molonglo basin provided 
the first indication of the likely future form of the lake 
anticipated by Griffin in his design for Canberra. Although 
the floods caused little structural damage some social cost 
was involved: one man was drowned and about a dozen families 
suffered losses of personal belongings. A committee for the 
relief of flood distress was set up and subscription lists 
were distributed among workmen and officials. A football 
carnival and a concert were held. A total of E240 was raised 
by public subscription to which the Commission added £160 
from the Seat of Government Fund. 3 
Although one could infer from the response to the 
flood damage that a strong community spirit was in existence 
at Canberra, in the commission's view there were longer term 
"social" problems to be dealt with. It saw these problems 
as arising primarily from the peculiar nature of the 
settlement of the infant city, whereby the exigencies of the 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Correspondence Files: "Camps: 
Requests by workmen for improved conditions", 1925. 
Commonwealth Archives Office Accession No. CP 698/35, 
Item 25/1445. 
2. Federal CapitaZ Pioneer, 20 June 1925, p. 2. 
3. Federal Capital Commission. General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, 'G' Series: "Relief of 
Flood Distress May 1925", Comrnonwealth Archives Office 
Accession No. CP 698/1 G27/756. 
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construction programme and strict adherence to the Griffin 
design meant that the population was living in scattered 
patches of settlement. Communication between the workmen's 
camps and those settlements which had been established at 
Ainslie, Forrest and Kingston was haphazard even if one 
owned a car. Shortly after the flooding, Butters unfolded 
his grand plan'to resolve these problems. In an impression-
istic description prepared after the event, the Commission 
attempted to convey something of the atmosphere of that 
occasion: 
"In the middle of 1925, the chairman of 
the Commission convened a meeting of 
representatives of centres in the 
recreation hall located in the adminis-
trative centre, and there by a cheerful 
log fire - for the nights nip at Canberra 
when the autumn has gone - and aided by 
tobacco, commensense and mutual goodwill, 
he propounded to his audience a scheme 
for the 'mitigation of their social 
disabilities'" 
Butters informed the meeting that the Minister for 
Home and Territories had agreed to expenditure on recreational 
facilities at the discretion of the Commission. The Chief 
Commissioner invited the participation and assistance of 
those at the meeting in the development of a programme. 
Committees were established covering indoor recreation, 
outdoor recreation, education, libraries, and women and 
children's welfare. 1 
1. Federal Capital Commission. General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series), "Reports 
for Press", 1926-1927, Commonwealth Archives Office 
Accession No. CP 698/l, Item G 27/1551. 
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Initial enthusiasm for "the movement" as it was called 
was considerable. A recreation hall, designed and built by 
voluntary labour with materials supplied and transported by 
the Commission was opened at the Causeway on 6 February 1926. 
The hall facilitated the establishment of the Canberra 
Philharmonic Society and, despite some opposition, it was 
also used as the venue for Canberra's first boxing contest. 
The outdoor recreation committee arranged for the construction 
of cricket and football grounds and tennis courts. A brass 
band was organised using instruments donated by Melbourne 
friends of the Chief Commissioner. Children's playgrounds 
and branch libraries were established by other committees. 
In conjunction with the Council of the Canberra Mothercraft 
Society, the first baby health centre was established in 
the National Capital. 1 
To co-ordinate the work of the Committees, a Social 
Service Association was formed on 11 February 1926 with a 
provisional Council consisting of one delegate from each 
Committee. This provisional Council was later replaced by 
one consisting of a delegate from each social service and 
district committee - the area of Canberra having been 
divided into eleven social service districts. A journal 
entitled the Canberra Community News was issued monthly 
by the Association, edited by the Commission's Social Service 
() £f. 2 
·'· .. icer. 
1. Federal Capital Commission, 7'hi1•d Annual Report, p. 36, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1220. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Seoond Annual Report, 
pp. 21-22., P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, 
pp. 1137-B. 
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As far as the Commission was concerned, the .function 
of the Social Service Association was to stimulate and co-
ordinate the voluntary efforts o.f residents towards the 
betterment of their social life, the welfare of the community 
and in order to promote their "efficiency" as citizens. 1 
To some extent this approach to social matters was a trans-
position of Butters' approach to organisational matters. 
The departments and branches of the Commission had been 
organised to promote the efficiency of the Commission staff 
and employees. Just as everyone had a role to play in that 
organisation, so the Social Service Association, assisted by 
th~ Social Service Branch of the Commission's organisation 
could ensure that residents played an effective and efficient 
role in the development of society at Canberra. 
Butters did not consider that the Association had any 
local government role. This attitude did not go unchallenged, 
particularly when the pace of activity had settled down 
somewhat following the opening of Parliament House. In the 
lull following the departure of the Duke and Duchess of York, 
many residents found time to reflect on their condition. The 
Canberra Times, then a bi-weekly, did not reflect long. In 
a leader entitled "Canberra Stocktaking" it said that" ••. the 
promise of 'after May' has been something to which the whole 
of Canberra, including its administration has been looking 
forward to with relish". 2 Four issues later the paper had 
come to the view that "Government by Commission is all very 
1. Federal Capital Commission, First Annual Report, p. 11, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1091. 
2. Canberra Times, 17 May 1927, p. 4, c. 2. 
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well in a construction camp, but it is repugnant in a growing 
community "1 
In June 1927 it became known that the Council of the 
Social Service Association intended to propose amendments 
to the Association's charter which would allow it to deal 
with civic issues and advise the Commission on matters of 
. . 1 2 municipa concern. Butters was strenuously opposed to the 
amendment as, not surprisingly, were the Social Service 
Officer (J. H. Honeysett) and the Assistant Secretary of the 
Commission (H. R. Waterman). Feelings mounted during the 
weeks prior to the Association's annual general meeting as 
the various district branches held their annual meetings 
and took positions on the proposed amendment. Notwithstanding 
his opposition to the Commission form of government, A. T. 
Shakespeare, the editor of the Canberra Times, argued against 
the amendment on the grounds that the way to a voice for 
Canberra residents in civic affairs did not lie through an 
expansion of the Association's powers. The day before the 
main meeting, an editorial in the paper termed the proposed 
move " .•. ill advised and ill considered" and warned darkly -
if not very logically - that any association which sought 
to take on the power of an advisory board was " •.. 
of the people". 3 
an enemy 
Nothwithstanding the efforts of the Canberra Times 
and the Commission, the motion to amend the constitution was 
1. ibid., 3 June 1927. 
2. ibid., 24 June 1927, p. 8, c. 3. 
3. ibid., 5 July 1927, p. 4, c. 2-3. 
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only lost by one vote. Had it not been for a stirring 
oration by the Chief Commissioner, it is likely that it would 
have passed. Butters told the meeting that as long as he was 
on the Commission there would be no need for deputations or 
meetings to deal with municipal things: The Federal Capital 
Commission did not want the help of the Social Service 
Association in respect of municipal and civic affairs. This 
firm speaking apparently pleased the meeting for he was re-
elected Patron of the Association for a further year. 1 
Between this meeting and the end of the year the 
Association was involved in the organisation of a series of 
social functions to welcome the public servants being 
transferred to Canberra. By the end of the first stage of 
the transfer a good deal of the social infrastructure was in 
existence. The Canberra Mothercraft Society, the Lady 
Hopetoun Club (" ••. established for the benefit of all classes 
of women workers in the Territory"), the Community Library, 
the City Band and the Canberra Musical Society were expanding 
their activities. For outdoor sport there were 43 tennis 
courts in the city area and two golf courses. Twenty five 
cricket teams competed during the summmer and four codes of 
football were played during the winter. Two hockey grounds, 
a cricket pitch and a swimming area in the Molonglo River 
were reserved for women's sports. A large picture theatre 
had been constructed by private enterprise at Manuka and 
Canberra's first sizeable public hall (later named the Albert 
Hall), had been opened by the Commission. 
1. ibid., 8 July 1927, p. 1, c. 2-3. 
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The reduction in the Government's loan expenditure 
for the second half of the 1927/28 financial year, together 
with the declining interest in the Association (as opposed 
to the facilities which it had helped to provide) on the 
part of residents lead to the severence of the links between 
the Commission and the Association. It had always been the 
Commission's intention that the Association should become 
independent and self-supporting, 1 however the expenditure 
required during the early years had made this impossible. 2 
In January 1928 Butters wrote to the Council of the Association 
expressing his disappointment that membership of the 
Association stood at only 590 out of a total population of 
about eight thousand, and informing them that their existing 
relationship with the Commission was to cease. The 
Commission would retain a Social Service Officer and a 
\!omen's Welfare Officer and would grant the Association rooms 
free of charge. The sporting fields and other installations 
already in existence would continue to be maintained by the 
C ' . 3 ommission. 
Butters invited the Association to adopt whatever 
constitution it thought fit. Six months later the Association 
adopted a constitution which stated its objects to be " •.. the 
1. e.g. see Federal Capital Commission, Second Annuat Report, 
p. 15, P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1131. 
2. The total cost to the Commission of the Social Service 
organisation to August 1927 was £10,725. This figure 
includes salaries of Social Service Branch staff and 
contributions by the Commission for the development of 
Social Service projects. See Commonwealth Parliamentary 
Debates, Vol. 117, p. 2157. 
3. Canberra Times, 24 January 1928, p. 4, c. 5. 
development of a spirit of mutual good will among the 
residents of the Federal Capital Territory with a view to 
the attainment of their physical, mental and spiritual 
llb . ,.1 we eing ••. These were substantially the same objects 
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as those originally set out in 1925. The arena in which the 
question of local government was being debated had shifted 
and no further attempts were made to use the Association 
as a means of obtaining participation in the Government of 
Canberra. The Association (as distinct from the cultural 
and social and sporting bodies which it had fostered) had 
tl ' d 't 1 . 2 ou ive i s popu arity and usefulness and was finally 
wound up in May 1929. 3 
Although the Association's end was considerably less 
impressive than its beginning, this does not detract from 
the significance of its contribution to the development of 
Canberra. In the first two years of its existence it was 
involved in the provision of sporting and cultural facilities 
which did much to create a community feeling and reduce the 
rawness of the new city. It seems to have been Butter's 
intention that the fairly elaborate organisation of the 
Association - with its district associations and governing 
Council and monthly newsletter - and not just the facilities 
it provided should form the basis for a closer corrununity 
involvement. Partly because the Association's role was 
1. ibid., 12 July 1928, p. 4, c. 5. 
2. ibid., 14 May 1929, p. 2, c. 4-5. 
3. ibid., 29 May 1929, p. 2' c. 4-5. 
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self-limiting and partly because the 'social fabric' which 
Butters hoped to see develop was not, in the final analysis, 
susceptible to such a weight of organisation, this was not 
to be the case. 
The development of the Commission's 'social' policy 
as seen in the history of the Social Service Association 
proceeded independently of its industrial relations policy. 
Although the awards of the Federal Arbitration Court were 
law in the Territory, wages and conditions for most of the 
workmen employed by the Commission were set by an Industrial 
Board1 consisting of a Chairman, a representative of the 
Public Service Board and a representative of the workmen 
2 
concerned. The Arbitration Court had, as a result of strong 
representations from workmen's organisations at various times, 
exempted the Territory from the operation of its awards. 3 
The awards made by the Industrial Board for the 
Federal Capital Territory did not apply to private enterprise, 
however there do not appear to have been any instances of 
workmen in private employ being paid less than the prevailing 
4 
award rate. In 1930 the Secretary of the Department of 
1. Established by the Industrial Board Ordinance 1922-26. 
2. Department of the Attorney-General, Special File: 
"Industrial Board Ordinance, F.C.T., Appointment of 
Chairman and Members etc." 1922-1930. Commonwealth 
Archives Office CRS A467, Item OQ785, Special File No. 
9. Secretary, Industrial Board to Secretary, Attorney-
General' s Department, 16 June 1926. 
3. ibid .. Secretary, Department of Home Affairs to 
Secretary, Attorney-General's Department, 14 March 1930. 
4. ibid .. Secretary, Federal Capital Commission to 
Secretary, Department of Home Affairs, 30 January 1929. 
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Home Affairs observed that the existence of the Board and 
its accessibility (in contrast to the Federal Arbitration 
court) " •.. have been substantially responsible for preventing 
the development of minor difficulties in the Territory into 
larger issues involving the cessation of work, either 
sectionally or as a whole. .•. the workmen of the Territory 
are familiar with it and are satisfied with its constitution 
and methods. 1 
The Commission experienced difficulty in obtaining 
sufficient workmen, particularly skilled tradesmen, at the 
Capital, despite the considerable level of unemployment which 
prevailed when it assumed control. Inadequate 
camping facilities were partly responsible for 
housing 
h . 2 t is. 
and 
Workmen's accommodation in the Federal Territory consisted 
of weatherboard cottages, weatherboard cubicles and tents. 
The cubicles were 12 feet by 10 feet in area, of timber frame 
construction and roofed with iron sheeting. Each cubicle was 
intended to accommodate 2 workmen and contained 2 iron 
bedsteads, electric lighting and a wood stove. In March 
1927 about a third of the Commission's workforce was 
accommodated in tents and a quarter in cubicles. 3 Although 
the housing question was raised from time to time after the 
1. ibid. Secretary Department of Home Affairs to Secretary, 
Attorney-General's Department, 14 March 1930. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Second Annual Repor·t, p. 15, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1131. 
3. Federal Capital Commission. General Correspon<lence 
Files, "G: Series: "Camps (Workmen), Living Conditions 
and General", Commonwealth Archives Office, Accession 
No. CP 698/l, Item G27/2045, Secretary Federal Capital 
Commission to Secretary Home and Territories, 22 March 
1927. 
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initial exchange of views between the Commission and the 
Unions, as a whole, industrial activity at the Capital site 
arose more from conditions of work than conditions of 
accommodation. 
The Commission used the first instance of industrial 
action - an attempted one day stoppage by members of the 
Australian Workers Union to protest against the dismissal of 
a workman - as an opportunity to make plain its attitude to 
work stoppages. Butters wrote to the local representatives 
of all the unions involved at Canberra stating that stop 
work meetings would not be tolerated and that any grievance 
should be taken up with the foreman in charge of the 
particular works, the Chief Engineer or the Head of: the 
Department concerned. If matters could not be settled 
satisfactorily appeal could be made to the Commission. 1 
The first major test of the Commission's industrial 
relations policy occurred in September 1925. A stoppage of 
some two and a half weeks resulted when the Commission refused 
to agree to a wage increase for members of the Australian 
Workers Union, Railway Industry Branch, involved in 
tunnelling for the sewers. A return to work was negotiated 
pending a meeting of the Industrial Board and a variation 
of the miner's award. Seven days after the Board's 
variation was gazetted, work stopped again when the Commission 
refused to consider proposals from the workmen which would 
have constituted a variation of this new award. This 
1. Federal Capital Commission. Correspondence Files, "G" 
Series, "Industrial, Australian Workers Union, General 
File" 1925, Commonwealth Archives Office, Accession No. 
CP698/l, Item G25/310. Butters to various union 
representatives, 5 May 1925. 
stoppage lasted for three weeks and work was only resumed 
after prolonged negotiation between the Chief Commissioner 
and local and New South Wales branches of the unions. 1 
The Commission's official attitude in negotiations 
with the unions was that wages and conditions were set by 
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the Industrial Board and it was up to the Board to vary them. 
In 1925 the Commission did, however, attempt to negotiate an 
agreement with the unions whereby their members would not 
claim a time and travelling allowance while employed on the 
construction of residences for sale to workmen and lower 
paid civil servants in order to reduce the selling price of 
these residences to the lowest possible amount. This attempt 
to merge the welfare and industrial policies of the 
Commission failed when most of the unions refused to enter 
. h 2 l.nto sue an agreement. 
Further and more serious stoppages occurred in 1926. 
Work on the sewer tunnels stopped for more than two months 
between July and September when the Commission rejected a 
request for a reduction in working hours. Butters was reported 
as saying in July that the Commission " ... would rather face 
the alternative of running the Capital on an improvised 
1. Federal Capital Commission. Correspondence Files "G" 
Series: "Industrial Trouble, Northern Intercepting 
Sewer and Sewers Generally" 1925-1926, C.A.O., Accession 
CP 698/1 Item G26/2908. 
2. Federal Capital Commission. Correspondence Files "G" 
Series: "Definition of the City Area" 1925, C.A.O., 
Accession CP 698/1, Item G25/827, Secretary F.C.C. to 
Officer-in-Charge, Crown Solicitor's Office, Canberra. 
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basis for the first year or two of its existence than depart 
from constitutional measures in dealing with industrial 
disputes". 1 Work on the tunnel was further set back when, 
following a rise in the level of the river, the siphon 
tunnel under the Molonglo was flooded. The dispute was 
finally resolved on similar terms to those used to end the 
1925 stoppage - the Industrial Board met and granted 
conditions which, although a compromise, were acceptable to 
h . 2 t e union. 
This chapter has reviewed some of the issues which 
affect the early relationship between the Commission and the 
gro~ing population at Canberra. A number of other issues 
relating to policies administered (although not necessarily 
formulated) by the Commission are relevant to this early 
relationship but are more usefully considered within the 
context of events after the opening of Parliament. The 
leasehold policy of land administration and the related 
considerations of building finance and housing for public 
servants are examples of such issues. 
The acceptability of the Commission as a form of local 
government was very much determined by the type of society 
it was governing. This society was changing. By the end of 
December 1927 the population stood at about 7,000. 3 Between 
April and December 1927 646 officers of various Departments 
were moved to Canberra under the first stage of the transfer 
1. Argus, 29 July 1926, p. 14, c. 7. 
2. ibid., 6 September 1926, p. 6, c. 1. 
3. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 118, p. 4602. 
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scheme. 1 Meanwhile the size of the Commission's workforce 
was being reduced: Between 1 July 1927 and 30 June 1928 
the number of workmen employed fell by more than a third, 
2 from 2,287 to 1,348. In contrast the Commission's staff 
increased slightly from 359 to 393. These changes in the 
composition of the population were accompanied by changes in 
the attitude of the society at Canberra to the idea of 
government by Commission. 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Fourth Annual Report, p. 6, 
P.P. No. 2, Session 1929, Vol. II, p. 2595. 
2. ibid., p. 21, P.P. p. 2613. 
CHAPTER V 
THE LEASEHOLD POLICY AND HOUSING 
AT CANBERRA 
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In April 1929, during the course of the second 
campaign for the position of elected Commissioner (J. F. 
Watson had resigned from that position in the previous month) 
the Canberra Times described two issues as being " ... of 
transcendental importance to every resident and elector, 
present and future." 1 These issues were housing and lease-
hold. This chapter examines the development and implement-
ation of those policies and the manner in which they affected 
the: Commission's relations with the Government and the 
residents of Canberra. 
In addition to the level of importance which one 
would expect to be attached to these matters in a city 
without any existing stock of housing for accommodation 
purposes, the Commission's administration of the leasehold 
policy and its own endeavours in the area of housing and 
hostel accommodation brought it into conflict with the local 
residents and with the two Parliamentary Committees which 
scrutinized expenditure from public moneys, viz., the Public 
Accounts and the Public Works Committees. 
The Commission was not responsible for the decision 
to introduce a leasehold system. Provision for this already 
1. Canberra Timee, 19 April 1929, p. 4, c. 4-5. 
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existed in the City Leases Ordinance, 1921. 1 This 
ordinance was slightly amended by decisions taken at the 
first Cabinet meeting held in Canberra on 31 January 1924 
when it was agreed that the term of residential leases would 
be for 99 years and payment would take the form of an annual 
rental of 5 per cent per annum of the unimproved capital 
value of the lease as established by bids at public auction 
or assessed by the Government. The unimproved value (and 
hence the payment) was to be subject to reappraisal after 
2 
a term of twenty years and thereafter every ten years. 
Leases for land outside the city area had been granted 
prior to the establishment of the Commission, under the 
Leases Ordinance 1918-1919, for grazing and agricultural 
purposes. Five year leases were issued for lands close to 
the city area while lands further out were leased for periods 
of up to 25 years. Up until March 1924 some £750,000 had 
been spent by the Federal Government in acquiring 206,056 
acres of the total area of 583,660 acres which comprised the 
Federal Capital Territory at that time. 3 
Land policy was regarded by many as a most important 
instrument of social policy and as a key to the problem of 
financing the Territory. Some of the most popular economic 
and social theories of the time were founded on notions 
concerning the increase in the unimproved value of land. The 
1. Report fPom the Joint Committee of PubZia Aaaounts on 
the Subject of Canbe"P"Pa Housing, P.P. No. 58, Session 
1923-1924, Vol. IV, pp. 379-394. 
2. Argus, 31 January 1924, p. 9, c. 3. 
3. Report ..• on .. Canberra Housing, P.P. No. 58. 
109 
leasehold system was construed by some as a partial implemen-
tation of the Henry George system1 and one Senator expressed 
his confidence that" •.• Canberra, in the very near future 
would cease to require any financial assistance from the 
consolidated revenue and [would] repay with interest the 
money already advanced. 112 
The Federal Capital Commission met three times before 
the first auction of leases which took place not, as Cabinet 
intended, on 1 October 1924 but on 12 December 1924, the 
delay being due to difficulties encountered in the preparation 
of lease documents and in providing accommodation for 
potential buyers. The Argus's special reporter informed his 
paper's readers that 150 blocks of a capital value of £60,000 
were disposed of and that the prices obtained were regarded 
as highly satisfactory. 3 This was apparently not Butters' 
view however. In his evidence before the Joint Committee of 
Public Accounts on 21 June 1928 he stated that the blocks 
sold in 1924 were really a substantial gift to the purchasers 
and pointed to the fact that some of these blocks had changed 
hands at a considerable premium following a statement of the 
Government's intentions at Canberra. But it was not only 
the fact of the first leases having been disposed of at less 
than their potential value that concerned the Chief 
Commissioner. The Commission had, he claimed, "always held 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, p. 4388. 
(Senator John Grant). 
2. Argus, 18 September 1924. 
3. ibid., 13 December 1924, p. 36, c. 3. 
the view that the auction sales are not a proper means of 
disposing of residential blocks in Canberra."1 If the 
principle of allowing land values at the Capital to be set 
by the vagaries of market forces was unsatifactory insofar 
as either the lessee, or the Government suffered, Butters 
does not appear to have advanced an alternative method of 
land allocation. 
Further auctions of residential and business 
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leases were held in 1926, 1927 and 1928. Provision existed 
for leases not disposed of at auction to be sold separately 
by the Commission. Up until 1927 there was considerable 
prcessure on the Commission to provide more land, and leases 
changed hands at premium rates, there being no restriction 
at that stage on the period of time for which a lease had 
to be held before it could be sold. Nor were there any 
restrictions on the number of blocks which could be purchased 
by one person and speculators took up a considerable number 
of leases in the hope that the high level of demand which 
had prevailed during 1925-1926 would continue. After 1927 
the number of leases sold declined as the availability of 
money was reduced. Faced with the requirement to erect 
dwellings on their leases within a stipulated period (usually 
two years) speculators either forfeited or surrendered their 
blocks. One company - the Canberra Building and Investment 
Company - surrendered 64 blocks in November 1928. 2 
1. CanbePPa Times, 22 June 1928, p. 6, c. 1. 
2. Federal Capital commission - Minutes of Meetings 1924-
1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A412, One Volume, Meeting No. 126 on 30 
November 1928. 
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In 1929 the Minister for Home Affairs provided the 
following information in an answer to a question on notice 
concerning leases: 
Yea.r 1 Leaeee Sold Leaeee Surrendered/Forfeited 
1924 182 17 
1925 96 31 
1926 95 23 
1927 76 50 
1928 7 nil* 
The fact that the leasehold policy had been decided 
upon before 1925 did not save the Commission from criticism. 
It was blamed firstly for not making sufficient land 
ava'ilable, thereby forcing up the price of leases 2 and later 
for taking a strict attitude to lease terms and enforcing 
building covenants to the point of determining leases where 
these covenants were not complied with. The Commission's 
reply to these attacks was essentially that the rapid increase 
in the prices at which leases changed hands was not its 
fault and could not have been avoided by the release of 
additional land, even if this had been compatible with the 
overall programme for the development of Canberra. 
One of the most frequent and determined critics of 
the Commission in general and its administration of the land 
* This entry conflicts with the figures mentioned earlier 
concerning the 64 blocks surrendered in 1928. One possible 
explanation is that where the Commission was able to 
dispose of such leases by building on the blocks itself, 
or by reselling the leases, it no longer classified them 
as surrendered. 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 120, p. 377. 
2. ibid., Vol. 114, pp. 4379-4397. 
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policy in particular was Harold Elliott, an opposition 
Senator from Victoria. Elliott was antagonistic to the idea 
of any degree of control over building and land exploitation 
beyond that which existed in the States or which had been 
brought about by market conditions. In 1926, during the 
debate on the Loan Bill No. 1 (which provided for a loan of 
£2,000,000 for the Federal Capital Commission), he criticised 
the idea of building Canberra as a garden city and suggested, 
as a more economic and sensible alternative, the housing 
conditions of the industrial suburbs of Melbourne, where, he 
informed Senators" .•• the average man on wages builds his 
house on a block of land with a frontage of 30 or 40 feet." 
Enlarging on this theme, he warned that the large size of 
blocks being made available for residential leases would 
require the lessees to employ gardeners and that this, 
together with building restrictions such as the Commission's 
insistence on lavatories being part of the main structure 
of a house, would put the Territory beyond the reach of all 
those earning £5 to £6 per week. By way of contrast, only 
a few miles away in Queanbeyan " •.. people who are living 
free from any of these restrictions pick up a wagon load of 
weatherboards and construct a building of small dimensions 
and compete with those who are attempting to observe the 
conditions prevailing in the Federal Capital Territory."1 
Elliott was mainly concerned with the "drastic" 
building conditions which applied to construction in the 
civic centre. That this concern was anything other than 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, pp. 4382-3. 
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altruistic became apparent in August 1926 wh.en the Minister 
for Home and Territories (Senator Sir William Glasgow) 
incorporated in Hansard a letter he had received from the 
Chief Commissioner. In the letter, which dealt with the 
Commission's reasons for specifying a particular (and expensive) 
type of roofing tile for the civic centre buildings, Butters 
referred to " ... Senator Elliott, his business block and his 
t ·1 ,,1 1 es ,. .. The Government's action in incorporating this 
letter in Hansard infuriated Elliott who later on the same 
day accused the Commission of deliberately misleading the 
Minister regarding the cost of building and the availability 
f b . ' 2 o usiness sites. 
It seems likely that the antipathy between Elliott 
and the Commission was mutual. At a Commission meeting held 
the following month it was decided that owing to the heavy 
building programme the Commission could not accede to a 
request from Senator Elliott for a house to be constructed 
for him in accordance with a sketch plan supplied. 3 
The degree of self-interest in Elliott's position did 
go unnoticed outside Parliament. After one of Elliott's (by 
4 this time regular) tirades against the high cost of leases 
the CanbePPa Times pointed out that after criticising the 
price paid by the Commonwealth Bank for a lease, Elliott had 
gone ahead and purchased four leases at the civic centre by 
l. ibid., Vol. 114, p. 5322. 
2. ibid., Vol. 114, pp. 5333-5349. 
3. Federal Capital Commission, Minutes of Meetings 1924-
1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, Commonwealth Archives 
Office: CRS A412, one volume. Meeting No. 61 on 3 
September 1926. 
4. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 115, p. 819. 
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. 1 1 private sa e. 
Adverse comments on his motivation did not daunt the 
Senator or reduce his opposition to the form of land 
administration at Canberra. In October 1927 he moved, 
unsuccessfully, that residents at Canberra be allowed to 
obtain the freehold of the land on which their residences 
were built, thereby reversing the policy set out in Section 
9 of the Seat of Government (Administration) Act 1910. 2 
Although Elliott's attitudes were highly tinged with 
self interest his criticism of one particular aspect of the 
Commission's leasehold administration drew a substantial 
measure of public support. 
In November 1929, following a High Court decision 
against the Commission, the Canbe:r1•a Times commented that 
.. no single act of the Federal Capital Commission has 
done Canberra and the leasehold system more harm than its 
decision to levy the kerbing and guttering charges against 
lessees". 3 The question of who should pay for kerbs and 
gutters constructed adjacent to residential leases was an 
acutely municipal one. At the same time it was a vivid 
illustration of the conflict which could arise between the 
Commission's functions as a local government authority and 
its direct responsibility to the Federal Government. The 
story of this issue traverses several important strands of 
l. Canberra Times, 31 March 1927, p. B, c. 2. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 116, pp. 496-7. 
3. Canbe.r>r>a Time a, 8 November 1929, p. 1, c. 6. 
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development including the growth of support for a more 
representative form of government, the deterioration in the 
Commission's relationships with the residents and the changes 
in viewpoint which occurred within the Commission itself and 
among its officers. Many people outside the parties to the 
case interpreted the High Court's decision as a timely check 
to the Commission's stride. The Opposition in the Federal 
Parliament regarded it as an instance of arbitrary rule by 
a statutory authority being thwarted. 
Although the dispute did not become an issue of 
public importance until after the transfer of the Seat of 
Government, its origins went back to the first auction of 
leases in 1924, when, according to a number of lessees, an 
official announcement was made by Colonel Goodwin, the 
Commission's Lands Officer, to the effect that the cost of 
kerbs and gutters had been included in the upset prices 
placed on the land offered at that sale. The first clear 
statement by the Government on the subject came in November 
1927 when the Minister for Home and Territories, C. W. c. 
Marr, in reply to a question in the House of Representatives, 
claimed that it was the custom in all cities to charge the 
occupier of land for the cost of road making services and 
there could be no justification for having the cost of kerbs 
and gutters at Canberra borne by the nation. 1 
The Canberra Times not unexpectedly, supported the 
lessees, and in an editorial in March 1928 advanced the view 
that the Commission's decision to charge for kerbs and 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 117, p. 2157. 
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gutters was contrary to the best interests of the commonwealth 
because it was a contradiction of the "general principle" 
that these items were paid for by the person who enjoyed the 
rent from the land. 1 In the case at issue this person was, 
of course, the Commonwealth. 
Two weeks later Sir Neville Howse who had resumed the 
post of Minister for Home and Territories (Marr, who had 
taken over the portfolio while Howse was ill, reverted to 
being an assistant minister on 22 February 1928) made a 
lengthy statement to the House of Representatives in which 
he reviewed the evidence for and against the lessees' claim. 
This included statutory declarations by Sir John Harrison 
and various Commission officers who had been present at the 
auction (although the sale did not take place under the 
auspices of the Commission), statements by the auctioneer 
and further statutory declarations by the lessees i::wolved. 
Howse concluded by agreeing with the view of the Attorney-
General that the weight of evidence was emphatically against 
the lessees' claim. He therefore did not intend to interfere 
with the action of the Commission in debiting the purchasers 
of leases with a proportion of the cost of kerbs and gutters. 2 
The issue was certainly not closed however. The 
Commission came under criticism in June 1928 during an 
investigation by the Public Accounts Committee into Housing 
and Building costs at Canberra. Sir John Butters, apparently 
1. Canberra Times, 6 March 1928, p. 4, c. 3. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 118, p. 3984. 
117 
stung by regular newspaper criticism particularly regarding 
the kerbs 
treatment 
and gutters question and annoyed 
f C . . . 1 k o ommissioner Harrison, spa e 
by the earlier 
forcefully and 
at length before the Committee defending the Commission's 
policy and actions in strong terms. He had no qualms about 
criticising the motives of the Committee and other bodies 
antagonistic to the Commission: 
"No sooner was the last officer established 
in his quarters than this Committee 
commenced an enquiry into the Commission's 
activities and since that time there 
have been a continuous series of 
references to the work of the Commission 
in Parliament in the press and in 
evidence before this Committee which 
to say the least have filled me with 
feel in gs of utter amazement". ( 2) 
A sense of bewilderment and baffled rage comes through 
in Butters' evidence to the Committee. Public feeling was 
beginning to run against the Commission. The kerbs and 
gutters question was one factor in a growing level of 
opposition to government by statutory authority and the 
Committee's hearings provided a public forum for the 
1. Sir John Harrison, the Commssioner theoretically most 
responsible for the housing programme appears to have 
been totally unprepared for the severity of the 
questioning he received before the Public Accounts 
Committee. Harrison was cross-examined regarding the 
discrepancy between the estimated costs and the 
completed costs of construction work involved in the 
transformation of the Yarralumla Homestead into the 
Governor-General's residence. His performance prompted 
D. C. McGrath, the opposition member for Ballarat to 
move the adjournment of the House of Representatives 
to discuss" ... the unsatisfactory evasive and misleading 
replies furnished by the Federal Capital Commission to 
members of Parliament." See Canberra Times 6 June 
1928 p. 1, c. 5-6. 
2. Canberra Times, 22 June 1928, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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expression of this opposition. Butters' comments convey a 
sense of frustration at an organisation unfairly criticised. 
The important role of the Public Accounts Committee hearing 
in the declining fortunes of the Commission justifies 
quoting in full Butters' rhetorically vigorous defence of 
his organisation: 
"I have seen a continuous series of 
statements that owing to the Commission's 
ineptitude, autocracy, chicanery and 
callousness, every conceivable kind of 
iniquity has been perpetrated at Canberra, 
huge sums of money have been wasted, 
inefficiency has been the order of the 
day for the last three and a half years, 
that we have done everthing we ought not 
to have done and have left undone all 
those things that we ought to have done 
and that there is no virtue in us. The 
whole of the Commission's organisation 
has been waiting day after day for 
someone to suggest, however mildly, that 
a vast amount of work has been done in 
Canberra since the Commission's 
appointment, that it might be remembered 
that in January 1925 there was very 
little above ground and that now we have 
a city actually in being and functioning 
as the Seat of Government in Australia. 
We have all waited for someone to suggest 
that whilst there may be a certain number 
nf instances of work which were not 
carried through in an ideal fashion, that 
there were just a few difficulties in the 
way, that conditions were not ideal and 
that perfection in every detail under the 
then circumstances was utterly unattainable. 
We have waited in vain!" (1) 
The stimulus to public interest which the Committee's 
hearing provided continued for some time. Six weeks after 
his appearance before the Committee, Butters was again in 
print, this time replying to a statement by John Garlick, 
one of Sydney's Civic Commissioners, on the rightful incidence. 
1. CanbePra Times, 22 June 1928, p. 4, c. 7. 
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of kerbing and guttering charges. After denying that any 
valid comparisons could be made between Sydney and Canberra, 
Butters went on to criticise " .•• these continual agitations 
to obtain for Canberra residents free kerbs, free gutters 
which were " •.• giving Canberra the name of a place where the 
residents are always wanting something for nothing at the 
public expense". 1 
In June 1928 the Government attempted to resolve the 
question by a retrospective amendment of the Building and 
S . d' 2 .ervices Or inance. The Opposition in the Senate elaimed 
" 
that this was a "hideously unfair" action and moved unsuccess-
fully for the amending ordinance to be disallowed. During 
the debate, Senator Pearce (the Vice-President of the 
Executive Council) invited the lessees to take their case 
to the High Court. 3 As indicated above, the lessees accepted 
this invitation. In giving judgment against the Federal 
Capital Commission on 7 November 1929, Justice Dixon stated 
that the Commission had exceeded the powers conferred upon 
it by the Ordinance. 4 In the meantime politics had moved 
more quickly than the law: by the time this decision was 
handed down the Bruce-Page Ministry had been defeated and 
replaced by a Government dedicated to the abolition of the 
Commission. 
While the kerbing and guttering dispute was among 
-------------------------------------
1. ibid., 6 August 1928, p. 1, c. 2. 
2. No. 17 of 1928. 
3. Commonwealth PaT'liamenta1'y Debatef1, Vol. 119, 
pp. 6337-6357. 
4. Canbe1'1'a Times, 8 November 1929, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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those factors more directly related to the deterioration of 
the Commission's public image, there were other aspects of 
the housing and accommodation situation which aroused 
controversy. Building costs at Canberra were higher than 
in Melbourne due to the higher wages needed to attract 
tradesmen from the capital cities and the higher cost of 
those building materials which had to be brought by rail 
(even the redoubtable Senator Elliott admitted that rail 
costs were partly to blame1 ). The high quality of those 
materials produced at Canberra - principally bricks - and 
the Commission's own stringent building regulations also 
contributed to the higher cost of building. 
Those public servants who had sold houses of their 
own in Melbourne found that in some instances they had to 
pay extra to obtain a house of similar size and convenience 
in Canberra. The dissatisfaction arising from this was 
compounded by the difficulty of obtaining finance for building 
on leasehold blocks. Before the first land auction in 
December 1924 doubts had been expressed by some public 
servants about the availability of building finance in view 
of the fact that land was being offered on a leasehold rather 
than a freehold basis. 2 The question of building finance 
was discussed at the fourth meeting of the Commission in 
January 1925 3 and subsequently the matter was raised with 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, p. 4381. 
2. Argus, 5 December 1925, p 12, c. 4. 
3. Federal Capital Commission. Minutes of Meetings 
1924-1930. Minutes 3/11/24-30/4/1930. commonwE~alth 
Archives Office: CRS A412, (one volume), Meeting No. 4 
on 19 January 1925. 
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the Commonwealth Bank in Sydney. 1 The Bank, after some two 
months, informed the Commission that it was unwilling to 
assist with building finance and suggested that the Commission 
take on this activity itself. 2 After attempts to arrange 
assistance with other financial institutions had proved 
fruitless, the Commission resolved to run its own scheme 
and sought approval from the Minister to proceed with the 
establishment of a home savings bank for this purpose. 3 
At this point the pace and direction of events began 
to change. Pearce, the Minister for Home and Territories, 
replied that before altering the Commission's powers the 
Prime Minister was to discuss the matter with the Commonwealth 
Bank and that the Commission should meet Bruce in Sydney on 
2 June for this purpose. Butters commented at the time that 
he felt tangible results could ensue from the meeting. 4 
However tangible the results may have been, they were not 
satisfactory and in August the commission was informed that 
the Treasurer was to make further representations to the 
Bank. 5 
It apparently took some considerable time for the 
Government to change the Bank's mind. The subject was not 
raised at a meeting of the Commission again until February 
1926 when it was noted that the Bank had agreed to make 
1. ibid., Meeting No. 7 on 2 March 1925. 
2. ibid., Meeting No. 15 on 28 April 1925. 
3. ibid., Meeting No. 17 on 12 May 1925. 
4. ibid., Meeting No. 19, on 9 June 1925. 
5. ibid., Meeting No. 25, on 4 August 1925. 
progress payments against buildings in the course of 
construction on the conditions that the Commission allow 
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customers of the Bank to mortgage to the Bank before 
completion of the building; that the architect and builders 
be registered by the Commission and that the Commission 
certify that the building had been constructed in accordance 
with building regulations. The Commission agreed to this 
arrangement1 which was formalized by the Commonwealth Housing 
Act 1927 (which came into operation on 9 June 1928) and the 
Housing Ordinances Nos. 11 and 12 of 1928. Both the per-
centage of valuation and the absolute amount which could be 
lent to purchasers or persons wishing to build houses increased 
during this period, the maximum amount being ninety percent 
of the Commission's valuation with a ceiling of £1,800. 2 
The cost of housing in Canberra was a popular topic 
for politicians. It was relatively easy to make invidious 
comparisons between the cost of cottage building in the 
Federal Capital and in the capital cities or in selected 
other parts of the countryside. The relevance of these 
comparisons, which invariably failed to take into account 
such factors as the high standards set by the Commission for 
the construction of permanent dwellings as well as the 
transport and labour costs mentioned above was fairly slight. 
Nevertheless the Commission had to suffer being told that 
organisations such as the War Service Homes Commission were 
building similar houses at lower cost in other parts of the 
1. ibid., Meeting No. 40, on 11 and 12 February 1926. 
2. Commonwealth Gazette, No. 57, p. 1083, 9 June 1928. 
1 
country. Adelaide was cited as a location where cottage 
construction costs were several hundred pounds below those 
of the Commission. 2 Although the Commission refrained on 
this occasion from pointing out that the Federal Capital 
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was located at Canberra and not in Adelaide, it did on other 
occasions rise to defend its judgment in the matter of 
building costs. 
The most significant of these occasions arose in 
connection with a lengthy and acrimonious dispute involving 
the Commission, the Government and the Public Works Committee. 
Under the terms of the Seat of Government (Administration) 
Act, works by or carried out under contract for the 
Commission costing over £25,000 had to be investigated and 
reported on by the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public 
Works in the same manner as works by Federal Government 
Departments. The Commission was well aware of this situation, 3 
and its initial relationship with the Committee was harmonious. 
In May 1925 Butters invited the members of the Corrunittee to 
visit Canberra to take evidence on various matters which had 
1. e.g. t:ommomJealt;h ParlL1ment'lry !Jebate:J, Vol. ]]4, 
pp. 4380, 5305-7. 
2. ibid., Vol. 113, p. 3038, 15 June 1926. 
3. The first paper on the relevant Commission file is a 
copy of a note, dated 11 December 1924, of a conversation 
between Walter Bingle, the Secretary of the Home and 
Territories Department and Sir Robert Garran, Secretary 
of the Attorney-General's Department in which Sir Robert 
made it clear that he had" ... no doubt whatever ... " 
that Commission works costing over £25,000 had to be 
dealt with by the Public Works Committee. See Federal 
Capital Commission, General Correspondence (nG" Series) 
Commonwealth Archives Office, Accession CP 698/l, Item 
G28/807: 'Reference of Works to Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Public Works'. 
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been referred to it. 
This cordiality did not last. In May of the following 
year George MacKay who had replaced Henry Gregory as 
Chairman of the Committee suggested in a letter to the 
Secretary of the Department of Home and Territories that 
the Commission had been guilty of " ... deliberate evasion 
in not referring cottage contracts to the Committee. 1 
Butters responded to this suggestion immediately. 
Daley, the Secretary of the Commission had, he claimed, been 
informed in 1925 by the then Chairman of the Public Works 
Committee (Henry Gregory) that construction proposals 
involving a number of units of the same thing, such as 
cottage contracts, did not need to be referred to the 
Committee f<T investigation. It would, he informed the 
Secretary of the Department, be disastrous to the scheme of 
the transfer if proposals for all expenditure over £25,000 
had to be investigated. It would mean that long-term 
expenditure programmes in such services as roads, stormwater, 
drainage, electric light and city beautification would need 
to be referred to the Committee. If this was to be the case, 
he concluded, " ... they [the Commissioners] cannot help but 
wonder what the Commission was appointed for •.. " 2 
Butters was concerned about the likelihood of delay 
if the aggregated cost of long-term expenditure programmes 
was regarded for the purposes of the Public Works Committee 
1. ibid., Chairman, Public Works Committee to Secretary, 
Department of Home and Territories, May 1926. 
2. ibid., Butters to Secretary, Home and Territories, 
25 May 1926. 
" 
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Act in the same way as the cost of major single items of 
expenditure such as office buildings, dams etc •• After 
obtaining a legal opinion that this would in fact be the 
case, he wrote to the Minister for Home and Territories, 
(Senator Sir Thomas Glasgow) asking that an amending Bill 
be passed to confine the Committee's investigations, so far 
as the Commission was concerned, to" ... such things as 
large buildings, individual works which are designed and 
constructed as a complete entity and not stage by stage ... " 1 
This suggestion came too late. The Minister had 
already decided against any such attempt to out-manoevre 
the Committee. On the same day as Butters wrote, Senator 
Glasgow signed a letter to the Chairman of the Committee in 
which he explained that the failure to refer the cottaqe contracts 
for investigation was due to inadvertance, " ... it having 
been assumed ... that this work which embraces the 
construction of 500 cottages was one in relation to the 
individual cottages and not to the contract for the 500 as 
a whole." 2 Glasgow was also concerned at the delay to the 
transfer which a full investigation might cause and he 
suggestE'd that this might be avoided by having the Committee 
formally approve the contracts without investigation, and 
set out in its report to Parliament the circumstances under 
which the formal approval had been given. 3 
1. ibid., Butters to Minister, Home and Territories, 
13 July 1926. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, p. 4409. 
3. ibid.' p. 4409. 
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This was unacceptable to the Committee which was in 
no mood to bend the rules for the Government, particularly 
where the Federal Capital Commission was concerned. Henry 
Gregory, still a member of the Committee although no longer 
its chairman had been a vocal opponent of the creation of 
the Commission in 1924 and continued to oppose its existence. 1 
Another opposition member of the Committee, David McGrath, 
the member for Ballarat had expressed the view that 50 years 
would be a short enough period for t.he transfer. 2 While 
individual members of the Committee insisted that party 
considerations did not influence their judgement, a 
significant element of the Committee's effectiveness as a 
guard on public expenditure rested in1he fact that its 
investigations were open to the public. The Minister for 
Home and Territories was no doubt aware that in instances 
such as this, where charges of deliberate evasion of the law 
by a Government body could be levelled, events would 
inevitably have a distinctly political colouring. 
Although the Committee refused to accede to the 
Government's request for formal approval, it did undertake 
to present its report on the cottage contracts as soon as 
possible. On this basis, the government moved for the 
erection of the cottages to be referred to the Committee and 
1. Relations between Gregory and the Chief Commissioner 
took an abrupt turn for the worse in 1928 when, after 
making some slighting remarks about the Commission in 
the hearing of some Commission employees, Gregory 
received a letter from Butters admonishing him for his 
behaviour. The matter was raised in Parliament, Gregory 
claiming that it was an act of impertinance by the Chief 
Commissioner. See Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, 
Vol. 119, p. 6630. 
2. ibid., Vol. 114, p. 4406, 
that the Committee have leave to meet while the House was 
sitting. 1 As an attempt to defuse a potentially damaging 
situation this was not a great success: the debate on the 
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motion lasted for more than an hour and was largely concerned 
with apportioning the blame for the events between the 
Government and the Commission. The debate was reported in 
the newspapers with the Argus reproducing an opposition 
member's comment that " ... this experience will be a lesson 
to the three kings of Canberra that they cannot override 
the provisions of an act of Parliament". 2 
The Committee fulfilled its undertaking to the 
Minister and completed its report within two months. 3 
Glasgow was apparently determined to avoid being accused of 
performing lip service to the Committee for he instructed 
his Department to write to the Commission regarding the 
report's comments on fencing, overhead and supervision charges, 
cheaper homes for lower paid officers and timber construction 
generally. The Department went further than this and 
prepared calculations of their own as to what they considered 
were reasonable overhead and supervision charges. Although 
they do not appear to have obtained Ministerial approval for 
their figures, the Department's letter to the Commission was 
written so as to suggest that only slight modifications 
would be tolerated. The Commission was also informed that 
a certain private company's designs for timber houses were 
1. ibid., Vol. 114, p. 4404. 
2. Argu1J, 22 July 1926. 
3. Report of the ParZiamentary Standing CommittAe 0n Pullie 
Wor>ke on Propoaed Cottage Conatruation at CanberN1. 
Votes and Proceedings, (Reps) p. 237, Session 1926-28. 
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1 
much superior to the Commission's types, and also cheaper. 
The Commission, it transpired, did not place much 
value on the Department's calculations. In his reply to the 
Department Butters described the suggested supervision and 
overhead charges as being quite impossible of realization. 
The Commission, he continued, would be glad to place a 
contract with the officer responsible for the figures 
" if he can do anything which will convince the Commission 
that he understands the problem". The timber houses which 
had been favourably reviewed by the Department were stated 
to be inferior and more expensive than Commission types. 
Butters took particular exception to a suggestion that the 
Commission should obtain further professional architectural 
advice and informed the Secretary of the Department that the 
.. Commission had a" .•. full sense of its responsibilities .. . .. , 
and "No amount of professional advice, unversed in Canberra 
conditions will convince either Commissioner Sir John 
Harrison or myself that facts are contrary to what we know 
to be correct" • 2 
Following the cottage contracts episode, the Public 
Works Committee maintained a vigilant eye over the Commission's 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence ("G" 
Series) "Reference of Works to the Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Public Works" 1924-1928. Commonwealth 
Archives Office, Accession CP 698/1, Item G28/907. Sec. 
Home and Territories to Chief Commissioner, 20 September 
1926. 
2. ibid., Chief Commissioner to Secretary Horne and Territories 
26 October 1926. 
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activities. In December of the following year the Minister 
for Home and Territories, C. W. c. Marr, was asked by the 
Chairman of the Committee to explain the variation between 
the cost of the Commission's hostels as given in the answer 
to a previous Parliamentary Question and the cost as shown 
in the recently released Third Annual Report of the Commission. 
The existence and amount of the discripancy was of less 
importance than the fact that the figures provided in 
answer to the parliamentary question indicated that each of 
the hostels cost less than £25,000, while, according to 
report, two of the hostels cost well in excess of this 
figure. This meant, of course, that the works should have 
been referred to the Committee. 
The significance of the question was not lost on Marr. 
After stating that the difference in cost could be accounted 
for by the inclusion of interest and overhead charges in the 
report, he went on to explain that the reason for not 
including these charges when considering whether a work 
should be referred to the Public Works Committee was in 
order to place the Commission's works on the same footing 
1 
as those of other Commonwealth Departments. 
The Public Works Committee found this explanation 
unsatisfactory. On the basis of Butters' own evidence 
during the cottage enquiry they decided that, in effect, 
the Commission was not like a Commonwealth Department and 
that the construction costs, for the purposes of the 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 117, pp. 3267-8. 
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Committee's investigations, should have included interest 
and over-head. In its report to Parliament in March the 
following year the Committee referred adversely to the hostel 
costs question and also criticised the costs incurred in 
remodelling the Yarralumla homestead for Government House 
and constructing the Prime Minister's residence. There was 
no question of a mild rebuke: 
"Certain works carried out by Canberra 
have been estimated at so small an 
amount under the statutory £25,000 as 
to warrant the impression that the 
Federal Capital Commission is purposely 
endeavouring to avoid investigation of 
its projects by the Committee ... " 
Immediately after the report was tabled, Butters wrote 
to Marr denying that there had been any such "purposeful 
endeavour" on the part of the Commission. In a somewhat 
hurt tone, he reminded the Minister of the heavy strain under 
which the Commission was working and questioned if" ... one 
may reasonably expect from one's masters some human 
consideration and some little leniency in regard to 
inevitable mistakes." 1 
While the investigations by Parliamentary Committees 
may have satisfied the need for public scrutiny of the 
Commission's expenditure, they contributed little other than 
uncertainty and delay to the housing programme. They did 
nothing to reduce the cost of building and renting individual 
houses, or, as has been mentioned, the cost of residing in 
1.. Federal Capita] ComrnisRion, General Corrcspondr?nr:c: ( 11 G'1 
Series): Rcferrince of Works to the Parliamentary Stan~inq 
Comm]tt:c-c• on Public Work£;, 1924-1928, Cornmonw;,iil.lh 
A~chivcs Office, Accession Cl' 698/1, Item G28/qa7, Chir,f 
Commissioner to Minister, Home and Territories, 9 March 
1928. 
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the Commission's hostels. 
The main problem for the Commission in this latter 
regard arose out of the very small amount of room in which 
it had to manoevre in the face of increasing criticism about 
both the tariffs at its hostels and its general policy as a 
landlord. In the first place it had not been the Government's 
intention that the Commission should become a landlord. In 
1924 before the first Hostel (later to become the Hotel 
Canberra) was completed, applications were invited for its 
lease. None were received. 1 Part of the reason for the lack 
of interest related to the cost of construction of the 
building and the correspondingly high cost of the lease, 
however another significant factor in any potential applicant's 
eyes would have been the absence of a liquor licence. The 
importance of this factor received more publicity several 
years later when further attempts were made to have private 
enterprise take up the leases of other hostels and guest 
2 houses. When in 1929 it finally became possible for liquor 
to be retailed in the Territory (see chapter VII) a general 
shortage of finance and the related slow down of business 
activity at Canberra frustrated a further attempt by the 
Commission to divest itself of its role as a landlord. 3 The 
1. General Correspondence of the Federal Capital Commission, 
ibid., •Leasing of Hostel No. l", Item G30/398. 
2. Argus, 3 June 1927, p. 15, c. 4. 
3. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal capital commission, "G" Series: "Hotel 
Wellington, Sale Of, 1929", C.A.O. Accession CP 698/l, 
Item G30/487. 
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first lease of a hostel was not signed until November 1932. 1 
The high construction costs of the hostels were also 
reflected in the level of tariffs set by the Commissariat 
Department of the Commission. Butters did not see it as the 
Commission's task to provide concessional tariffs (other than 
for its own staff and initially to public servants) except 
where this course of action was specifically directed by the 
Government such as in the case of Members of Parliament. In 
a letter to the Minister for Home and Territories in 1929, 
Butters described the trading loss which stemmed from the 
requirment to reserve accommodation in one of the hostels 
for Parliamentarians as a "sore point" and inconsistent with 
another Parliamentary instruction that the Commission should 
be debited with interest and sinking fund and all expenses 
in connection with its hostels. 2 The Commission's position 
in this matter was also recognised by one of its sternest 
critics, J. F. Watson, who, as elected Third Commissioner 
moved that the Government be asked to pay the difference 
between whatever concessional tariffs it wanted and what the 
Commission wished to charge on a commercial basis. 3 
1. Department of Home Affairs II, F.C.T. Branch, Correspondence 
Files "G" Series (Single Number): "Hotels and Boarding 
Establishments: proposal to sell or lease", C.A.0. 
CRS A430, Item G675. 
2. Department of Interior I, Civic Branch 1932, Correspondence 
"G" Series (Single No.): "Commissariat Department -
Tariff Changes and General", 1926-1931, C.A.O., CRS A430, 
Item (Commissariat) G206, Chief Commissioner to Minister 
for Home Affairs, 31 January 1929. 
3. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 1924-
1930, Minutes 30/11/24-30/4/30, Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A412, One Volume. Meeting No. 134 on 4 and 
6 March 1929. 
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Inevitably those not receiving concessional tariffs 
claimed that they were supporting those who were. One group 
of hostel residents felt strongly enough about this to write 
and remind the Commission of its motto - "Pro Rege Lege et 
Grege" - and suggest that the whole of the residents should 
be dealt with on the same equitable basis. 1 The Commission 
replied to this letter by inviting such of the signatories 
as were disturbed by the cost of living to consider purchasing 
a block of land from the Commission and building a house in 
accordance with their own requirement. 2 
While the Commission could claim that its policies 
as a landlord had to have regard to the fact that it operated 
as a commercial enterprise, the same rationale could not 
apply to the manner in which its policy of providing housing 
in a number of cost ranges rapidly gave rise to a 'zoning' 
of people according to their incomes. Butters himself 
expressed a fear of the development of cliques and social 
castes. In his address at the opening of the first congress 
of the Federal Capital Territory Branch of the Returned 
Sailors and Soldiers League, he rejected the suggnstion that 
the Commission could be in any way responsible for ,.;uch a 
development: 
"If anything is to damn Canberra it is the 
danger of the civil servants who are coming in 
1. Department of the Interior I, Civic Branch, 1932, 
Correspondence Files, "G" Series, (Single No.) , 
"Commissariat Department, Tariff Changes and general", 
1926-1931, C.A.O., CRS A430, Item (Commissariat) G206: 
E. K. Hart and 17 others to Sect. F.C.C., 1 February 1927. 
2. ibid., Sect. F.c.c. , to E. K. Hart, 16 February 1927. 
here and the old and new residents forming 
cliques. The Federal Capital Commission 
has been charged repeatedly in the press 
with segregating people in different areas 
according to salaries. We have in course 
of construction 300 cottages. The same 
designs of cottage are being built in all 
the subdivisions of the city, but yet this 
idea (I don't know whether the wish is 
father to the thought) is becoming a 
stereotyped phrase". (1) 
This was, of course, not a complete answer to the 
charge since the Commission's cottages only represented a 
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percentage of the total number of houses being constructed. 
For the people who had complained of the level of Hostel 
Tariffs, where to build a house was very much a question of 
income since the effect of the minimum building covenants 
set' by the Commission was that workmen and those on lower 
incomes could not afford to build in certain suburbs. A 
month before his speech to the Returned Sailors and Soldiers 
League, a new suburb called Mugga Heights was announced 
where the minimum cost of residences would have to be 
2 £3,500. At this time the cost of the smallest three bedroom 
brick cottage build by the Commission was about £950 and the 
salary of a number of the public servants due to be transferred 
was as 
3 low as £4/17/6 per week. 
In 1930, shortly before the formal abolition of the 
Commission, some officers of the Patents Department about to 
be transferred asked whether they could opt to reside in any 
1. Canberra Times, 7 April 1927, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
2. Argus, 5 May 1927, p. 22, c. 3. 
3. Argus, 12 August 1926, p. 16, c. 5. 
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location or whether there was a clearly defined class 
distinction. The answer provided by the Commission is a 
useful illustration of the Commission's thinking. The Patent 
Officers were informed that, "Naturally, in any town or city 
there is an economic distinction, but as elsewhere this is 
self imposed", and that the Commission had no objection if 
an officer on a low salary took a high priced house" ... with 
the reservation that where only a limited number of houses is 
available and allotment of applications are conflicting, [the 
Commission] is rightly guided by the economic circumstances 
of the applicant 11 • 1 
The housing problem was, of course, only one of a 
number of social issues which have important roles in the 
fortunes of the Commission. Other such issues, particularly 
health and education provide different insights into the 
changing relationship between the governed and the governing 
at Canberra. The housing question did, however, as the 
extensive use of direct quotation rather than paraphrase 
suggests, produce some of the strongest responses by the 
residents, the Commission and the Government to an issue of 
public policy. 
1. Department of Interior I, Civic Branch, 1932. 
Correspondence Files, "G" Series (Single No.), 
"Transfer of the Department of Patents and Trademarks". 
C.A.O., CRS A430, Item G94. Property Officers, F.C.C. 
to Liason Officer, Dept. of Patents and Trademarks, 
18 April 1930. 
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CHAPTER VI 
HEALTH AND EDUCATION 
The powers of the Commission included the protection 
of public health. 1 Various pressures operated to influence 
the manner in which it exercised this power. Within the 
commission itself there was a perception of its role as a 
pioneer coupled with a zeal to create a city complete in 
every regard, with social conditions appropriate to a 
national capital. The Commission developed a comprehensive 
set of health regulations which set high standards for 
residential building, ensured the registration of doctors, 
dentists and nurses and which specifi.ed the conditions under 
which food was to be prepared and sold. The more basic 
sanitation aspects of public health were largely taken care 
of within the overall planning policy for Canberra and a 
considerable proportion of the initial expenditure on the 
development of the capital was devoted to the construction 
of a water supply system and a sewerage reticulation 
system. 
Outside the Commission there was growing acceptance 
of the role of the commonwealth Government in public health. 
A Royal Commission set up by s. M. Bruce to report on health 
problems presented its report during the first year of 
2· Commission control at the capital, following which, in 1927, 
1. Seat of Government (Administration) Act. No. B of 1924. 
2. Report of the Royal Commission on HeaZth, Parliamentary 
Papers Vol. 4, Session 1926-2B, p. 1247. 
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a separate Federal portfolio of Health was established (prior 
to that time it had usually been included with the portfolio 
of the Minister for Trade and Customs1 ). Hospital Services, as 
distinct from municipal type health services had been 
provided to a limited extent in the Territory since 1912. 
The Territory was at that time administered by the Department 
of Home Affairs which appointed a Resident Medical Officer 
and established an out-patients hospital. Both these 
services were allowed to lapse during the war. The hospital 
reopened in 1921 with a matron in charge, the arrangement 
being that in cases of emergency a doctor from Queanbeyan 
or from the nearby Military College at Duntroon would be 
called in. As the population in the Territory grew it became 
necessary for two doctors from Queanbeyan to act as Medical 
Officers at the hospital each visiting in alternate weeks. 
This somewhat cumbersome system worked only until early 1923 
when it was decided that the Military College Medical 
Officer should act as Medical Officer for the Territory and 
be in charge of the Hospital. 
This arrangement was dropped in May 1924 when control 
of the hospital was taken over by the Commonwealth Director-
General of Health (Dr. Cumpston). The appointment of the 
Military College doctor was terminated and the two Queanbeyan 
doctors (Blackall and Christie) were re-appointed as Medical 
Officers. These appointments seem to have been akin to 
1. Refer "Development in the Twenties 1919-1929" by 
Gordon Greenwood in Gordon Greenwood (ed.) Australia: 
A Social and Political History, Angus and Robertson, 
1955. 
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sinecures since both doctors appointed assistants to reside 
in the Territory and act on their behalf. 
C. S. Daley regarded the health situation inherited 
by the Commission as quite unsatisfactory. The Commission 
had no control over the hospital: this was supposed to be 
exercised by the Health Department in Melbourne, although 
in Daley's view any attempt by that Department, " •.. out of 
touch with progressive requirements and the urgent problems 
that develop from day to day ••. "was bound to fail. The 
continued appointment of the two Queanbeyan Medical Officers 
was anachronistic, since other doctors who were now setting 
up private practice in the city, had no right to send 
patients to the hospital except by courtesy of Drs. Blackall 
and Christie. The most significant anomaly for Daley was 
that the Commission had no control over the hospital while 
it was required to pay all the administrative charges and 
while most of the hospital's patients were its employees. 
He recommended to Butters that the Commission assume full 
control of the hospital, appoint its own medical officers 
among whose tasks would be the conduct of the Canberra 
Hospital as a general hospital, terminate the appointments 
of Blackall and Christie and appoint them and other doctors 
setting up practice in the Territory as Honorary Medical 
Officers of the hospital. 1 
1. Federal Capital commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, "G" Series: "Administration 
of Canberra Hospital, 1920-1930. Commonwealth Archives 
Office: Accession CP 698/1, Item G30/35, C. S. Daley to 
Chief Commissioner, 9 May 1925. 
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The scarlet fever outbreak which occurred in 1925 at 
the Molonglo Settlement lent urgency not only to the problem 
of administration of the hospital but also to the broader 
question of public health. The Molonglo Settlement was 
intended as temporary housing for workmen and their families. 1 
This and other workmen's camps were potential risks from the 
point of view of public health, partly because of their 
temporary sanitation arrangements (none of the camps were 
regarded as long term settlements) and also, according to 
the Commission, because of what was termed" ... the particular 
class of workmen ... " resident in certain camps. In May 1927 
a deputation of three members of the opposition lead by the 
leader of the Labor Party, Matthew Charlton, interviewed 
Butters about living conditions in the various camps. 
letter recording the discussion, the Chief Com.missioner 
described the workmen at one camp as being" ... rather 
difficult to control from a hygiene point of view ... " 2 
The problem of the cost of medical treatment 
In a 
particulinly as it affected workmen and their families had 
been under consideration for some time prior to the appoint-
ment of the Commission. Charges for in-patients at the 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series): "Medical 
Inspection of the Molonglo Settlement", Commonwealth 
Archives Office Accession CP 69'8/l, Item G25/817. 
2. Federal Capital Com.mission, General correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, ("G" Series): "Camps 
(Workmen's) Living Conditions and General", 1927, 
Commonwealth Archives Office Accession CP 698/1, 
Item G27/2045, Butters to Senator B. Needham, 17 May 1927. 
hospital after it was reopened in 1921 were 30/- per week 
(weekly wages for labourers in 1925 were about E5.0.0 per 
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week. Apart from compensation in the event of accidents at 
work, there was no Government supported system of medical 
care). In 1923 the unions in the Territory raised with the 
Government the possibility of setting up a Sick and Accident 
Fund for all workers in the Territory. This proposal 
appears to have become bogged down during discussions within 
the Government and nothing had been agreed when, a year later, 
the unions approached the Government again, this time with 
more detailed proposals. They stated that their members 
were prepared to contribute to the upkeep of the hospital, 
in return for which they should be represented on the 
committee or board which managed the hospital. As well they 
asked that a ward be added to the hospital to enable the 
men's wives and children to be treated. Because many of the 
men were already in lodges which provided for medical treatment, 
they did not consider that a permanent doctor should be 
appointed to control the hospital. 1 
The question of the provision of medical treatment 
for workmen was taken up by the Commission as early as 
January 1925, and in September 1925 Butters decided to 
resolve the issue once and for all and wrote to both unions 
and doctors suggesting that a meeting be held. 2 The response 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series): "Medical 
Benefits Fund", 1923-1926, Commonwealth Archives Office, 
Accession CP 698/1, Item G25/1912, undated paper entitled 
"Precis of proposed Medical Benefits Fund".' 
2. ibid., Butters to various unions, medical practitioners, 
etc., 14 September 1925. 
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to this letter was poor, again due in part to the wide-
spread existence of lodges, friendly societies etc. and the 
commission does not appear to have perservered with its 
efforts to establish a medical fund after this date. 
The absence of inherited public health problems 
similar to those that faced successive local councils and 
state governments in other major cities left the administration 
of the Canberra Hospital as the principal subject of the 
public comment as regards the Commission's public health 
policy. A separate Department of Health was formed as part 
of the Commission's organisation in 1927 and came into 
operation from 1 October that year. Apart from the area of 
infectious diseases, the functions of the new Department did 
not impinge on the operation of the hospital. 
The Commission assumed responsibility for the hospital 
on 10 September 1925 and appointed a Superintendent to 
manage it in January 1926. 1 It rapidly became apparent that 
the accommodation and facilities at the hospital were 
inadequate to serve the growing population. Separate sub-
sidiary reports by the Medical Superintendent (Dr. J. A. James) 
were appended to the Commission's Second and Third Annual 
Reports. Both of the subsidiary reports were critical of 
conditions at the hospital. The first report for the six 
months to 30 June 1926, revealed that some patient and nursing 
accommodation was still provided by tents; there was no 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series}: "Board of 
Enquiry - Canberra Hospital" 1927-1928, Commonwealth 
Archives Office, Accession CP 698/1, Item G28/1523. 
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maternity ward; the nursing staff was insufficient and the 
sterilizing procedures unsatisfactory. 1 Although a construction 
programme was commenced, pressure on the available ward 
accommodation was severely taxed as a consequence of the 
epidemic of Scarlet Fever which occurred in New South Wales 
at that time. The incidence of the disease at Canberra 
reached its maximum during October-November 1926 and temporary 
isolation huts had to be built to cope with the extra number 
of infectious cases. James' second report, for the year 
ended 30 June 1927, noted that some progress had been made 
in the provision of patient accommodation, but pointed out 
that the capacity of the hospital to deal with more than 25-30 
cases depended on the provision of more accommodation for 
nursing and domestic staff. 2 
The comments contained in the body of the Commission's 
Annual Reports tended to ignore the existence of any 
difficulties in the operation of the hospital, whereas the 
Superintendent's subsidiary reports about insufficient staff 
and accommodation suggested that at least until the end of 
1927, medical care was in fact inadequate and unsatisfactory. 
During 1928 the question of conditions at the hospital 
became the centre of a dispute which was to have wider 
implications that just those for medical care at the Capital. 
Early in April 1928 Dr. R. M. Alcorn, a Canberra 
Medical Practitioner, wrote to the Canberra Times describing 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Second Annual Report, p. 22, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1138. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Third Annual Report, p. 34, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1219. 
conditions at the hospital, "··• as they had existed up 
until a few months ago ••• •as appalling. It was a rather 
curious letter insofar as its most trenchant criticism was 
directed at conditions which, it was acknowledge, had by 
then been improved. Thus while Alcorn described the men's 
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ward as having been " ••• suitable for domestic animals •.. " 
and claimed that" ... blowflies surrounded some cases like 
bees on a hive •.• ", his principal direct criticism of the 
hospital as it was administered at the time he wrote related 
to the absence of a code of rules. He nevertheless concluded 
his letter by calling for a searching enquiry into the past 
as well as present methods of administration at the hospital. 1 
Thies letter prompted some further correspondence and the 
following issue of the paper carried one letter supporting 
Alcorn and one questioning his motivations for ventilating 
the facts so belatedly and claiming that conditions at the 
hospital were by that time quite good. 2 Alcorn replied to 
this, stating that the conditions to which he referred 
existed " ..• less than 12 months ago •.. " He also claimed 
that it was entirely coincidental that he happened to write 
to the paper at the same time as the Conference of the 
Australian College of Surgeons was taking place in Canberra, 
and added that there could be no question of him trying to 
damage the administration in Canberra since" .•. the 
administration has already damaged itself and Canberra more 
than I could do in a lifetime." 3 
1. Canber•ra Times, 3 April 1928, p. 2, c. 3. 
2. ibid., 4 April 1926, p. 4, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 5 April 1928, p. 4, c. 5. 
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In a subsequent letter Alcorn acknowledged that his 
action was prompted in part by a personal difference of 
opinion with the Commission, but argued that it was impossible 
to have anything but a personal difference of opinion with 
the Commission and that the maladministration (as he saw it) 
of the hospital was merely a reflection of a general malaise 
affecting practically every phase of citizen welfare under 
the control of the Commission. 1 
On the 6 April it was reported that the four nursing 
sisters on the staff of the hospital had resigned on the 
grounds that the management of the hospital was not conducive 
to its smooth running; that the nurses were overworked; and 
that hospital rules had been issued for the first time in 
the previous few days. The Canberra Times reported that 
these matters seemed to have come to a head following a clash 
between the nursing staff and one of the honorary medical 
officers. 2 
The resignation of the sisters provoked a remarkably 
swift reaction. On 10 April, exactly one week after Alcorn's 
letter had been published, Butters issued a statement 
announcing the appointment of a board of enquiry to 
investigatethecharges of maladministration which had been 
made about the hospital. The board was to be chaired by the 
Secretary of the Department of Home and Territories {J. G. 
McLaren) and consisted, in addition, of one other public 
servant (H. Sheehan, Assistant Secretary to the Treasury) 
1. ibid., 10 April 1928, p. 2, c. 6. 
2. ibid., 7 April 192B, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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and a member of the Commonwealth Parliament (Dr. L. w. Nott, 
member for Herbert). The speed with which this action was 
taken - the board commenced taking evidence the day following 
the announcement - and the fact that Ministerial approval 
would have been required for the appointment of the two 
public servants to the board, suggest that the Government 
as well as the Commission were concerned at the state of 
affairs. Butters made his views plain by referring in the 
statement to" ... certain ill considered statements .. 
which had appeared in the press and which might "conceivably" 
have affected public confidence in the hospital. 
The appointment of the board was only a partial 
victory for Alcorn, who had wanted to see blame allocated for 
the condition of the hospital as it had existed previously. 
The board's terms of reference expressly restricted it to 
investigating whether the existing proposals for capacity and 
equipment of the hospital met all reasonable requirements 
which could be justified at the public expense and whether 
the stage of progress toward the implementation of those 
proposals was adequate for the present requirements. According 
to Butters the Commission saw no value in asking questions 
about the adequacy of the hospital in the past, claiming 
that the fact that it had ordered considerable alterations 
and additions, " .•• completely answers any questions from 
this point of view." The board was also to report on 
whether relations between the Medical Superintendent, the 
Honorary medical staff (of whom Alcorn was one), the Matron 
and domestic staff were satisfactory. 1 
1. Canberra Times, 11 April 1928, p. 1, c. 3. 
146 
The board found that the only unsatisfactory aspects 
of the administration of the hospital stemmed from certain 
of the relations among its staff. In particular the relations 
between the Superintendent and Alcorn were described as being 
" •.. marked by open breaches and continuued illfeeling 
originating largely out of differences on matters of 
professional procedure and etiquette." Although there were 
faults on both sides, the board felt that a serious situation 
would not have arisen had it not been for Alcorn's 
intransigence in regard to attempts by the Super.i.ntendent 
to heal breaches which had occurred, and his " .•. strong 
feelings on the subject of the control of the hospital by a 
doctor who was a servant of the Federal Capital Commission 
and at the same time had the right of private practice." 1 
Alcorn's evidence before the Board revealed a person 
deeply concerned with his status as an honorary medical 
officer at the hospital. He claimed not to have been shown 
" •.. the courtesy or official deference due to the dignity 
of his own position •.• ". For the most part, his breaches 
with the Superintendent had arisen over comments passed by 
the Superintendent critical of Alcorn's work in the operating 
theatre. This included an instance in which the Superintendent 
had criticized him for not wearing a mask while performing an 
operation. Alcorn regarded this criticism as a failure to 
maintain proper discipline because it was made in the hearing 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series): "Board 
of Enquiry - Canberra Hospital" 1927-1928,· C.A.O. 
Accession CP 698/1, Item G28/1523. 
1 
of nurses (or subordinates as he preferred to call them). 
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Although he was later offered an apology he refused to accept 
it, saying that he preferred" .•. to wait and see his [i.e. 
2 the Superintendent's) subsequent deportment". 
Although the Board of enquiry was able to persuade 
Alcorn to accept the apology offered by the Superintendent, 
the honorary medical officer continued to harbour a strong 
dislike for the Superintendent. This dislike paled, however, 
by comparison with the almost pathological hatred Alcorn held 
for the Commission and in particular for the Chief Commissioner. 
At the enquiry it transpired that Alcorn had written a letter 
to the Commission protesting about the behaviour of the 
Superintendent. This protest had the opposite effect to what 
was intended: Alcorn was asked to withdraw the letter on 
pain of being removed from the list of honorary medical 
officers entitled to use the hospital facilities. Presumably 
he refused to withdraw the letter for he was duly removed 
from the list. 3 (He was reinstated following the Board's 
enquiry). Later in his evidence to the Board Alcorn claimed 
to have been warned by Sir John Butters that if he persisted 
in asking for an enquiry" ••• he would come out of the affair 
th h · n4 worse an e came in •.. 
The hospital issue obviously continued to rankle with 
Alcorn despite the temporary truce resulting from the Board 
1. Canberra Times, 13 April 1928, p. 1, c. 6. 
2. ibid. 
3. ibid. 
4. ibid., 19 April 1928, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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of Enquiry. The following year, as an elected member of 
the Federal Capital Commission (see Chapter VIII), he 
proposed a motion of censure against Butters on the ground 
that by not allowing a public enquiry into the treatment of 
a case at the Canberra Hospital he had condoned alleged 
negligence and waste of public funds. 1 This appears to have 
been a reference to one of the occasions on which Alcorn 
claimed that the Superintendent had permitted a breach of 
discipline. In reply to these charges Butters denied that 
the 1928 investigation had been inadequate and claimed that 
Alcorn was trying to use the Commission meeting as an 
opportunity to castigate the Superintendent. 2 The subjective 
and personal nature of Alcorn's dislike for the Commission 
and the Hospital Superintendent makes it difficult to access 
the validity of his accusations. For those areas of dispute 
within its terms of reference, the Board of Enquiry found 
that while there was blame on both sides, the greater part 
of the blame rested with Alcorn. The question of Alcorn's 
motivation is discussed further in the context of his 
performance as an elected member of the Federal Capital 
Commission. 3 
Alcorn's personal campaign was to the benefit of the 
Canberra population insofar as the subsequent enquiry resulted 
in several improvements in the standard of the hospitiJl. 
Negotiations were opened for the hospital to be rrocoqnised 
1. i hid. , 2 7 August 19 2 9 , p . 4 , c . 6- 7 . 
2. 1:bid. 
3. See Chapter VIII. 
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as a training centre for nurses and a number of trainee 
nurses were accepted in the second half of 1928. Construction 
of additional accommodation for private patients was aproved 
and arrangements were made for the segregation of infant 
patients. 1 The improvements in conditions at the hospital 
was accompanied by a sharp increase in accommodation charges -
from 30/- per week which had existed since the early 1920's 
to £4.0.0 per week. Patients who could not afford to pay 
this amount were required to contribute according to their 
means. The main reason given for the increase was that now 
that the city was definitely established, hospital charges 
2 
should do better than recover only about 30% of costs. 
Up until 1928 no health leqislation peculiar to the 
Territory had been introduced. On 8 November 1928 a new 
Health Ordinance (No. 21 of 1926) was gazetted and this 
together with a number of regulations which were promulgated 
under it, established a fairly complete system of health 
legislation for the Territory covering such things as 
general sanitation, infectious diseases, private hospitals 
pure food and drugs, restaurants and eating houses etc .. 
In his report for the year ended 30 June 1929 the 
head of the Commission's Health Department, Dr. G. B. Butler 
(his actual title was Medical Officer of Health) wrote about 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, ("G" Series): "Board 
of Enquiry - Canberra Hospital", 1927-28, Commonwealth 
Archives Office, Accession CP 698/1, Item G28/1523, 
c. s. Daley to Assistant Secretary, F.c.c. ,29 May 1928. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Fourth Annual Report, pp. 
11-12, P.P. No. 2, Session 1929, Vol. II, pp. 2603-4. 
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the advantages for his Department which had flowed from the 
transfer to Canberra of the Commonwealth Department of 
Health in September 1928. 1 Butler was enthusiastic at 
the possibility of using Canberra as the subject for experiment 
and observation in the area of public health administration. 
This enthusiasm persisted despite a cool response by the 
Government to the idea of close collaboration between its 
offices and those of the Commission. The " •.• topographical 
proximity and ease of communication ••. " at least as far as 
the Minister for Health was concerned, were no excuse for a 
departure from the principle that matters of policy should 
only be discussed between responsible Departments and not 
' ' 2 between the Commission and another Department. 
The Commission's initiatives in the area of education, 
in contrast to health, seem to have been less fraught with 
unexpected public and government reaction. 
The availability of schooling for their children 
probably ranked second after housing for many of the public 
servants to be transferred. The Government had promised 
that the standard of education and the range of subjects 
available at Canberra Schools would be equivalent to those 
L Federal Capital Commission, Fifth Annual Repor>t, p. 83, 
P.P. No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p. 2997. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, ("G" Series): "Health 
matters - Official relationships, F.C.C. and Department 
of Health, including Representation of Commission on 
Department of Health Conference, 1929, Commonwealth 
Archives Office Accession CP 698/1, Item G29/l309. 
Minister for Health to Minister for Home Affairs, 
22 February 1929. 
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in Melbourne. 1 When the Commission assumed control there 
were thirteen schools in the Territory (including Jervis 
Bay). The largest of these was at Telopea Park in Canberra 
which could accommodate 500 pupils from kindergarten to 
school leaving standard. 2 All the schools were staffed by 
teachers employed by the New South Wales Department of 
Education. The Commission reimbursed the State Department 
for their wages costs and provided the accommodation and 
. 3 
equipment. 
The Commission took its responsibilities as an 
education authority seriously and ordered a review of the 
educational requirements of the city for the next five years. 4 
1. Daley, C. S. "The Growth of a City" in White, H. L. 
(ed.), Canberra: A Nation's Capital, Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 1954, p. 59. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, First Annual Report, p. 10, 
P.P. No. 1, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1090. 
3. Federal Capital Commission, Seoond Annual Report, p. 20, 
P.P. No. B3, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1136. 
4. Perhaps because the Commission was so obviously intent 
on developing and implementing its own plans, the 
Welfare and Education Committee of the Social Services 
Association (see Chapter IV) was at first unsure of its 
functions in regard to the "Education" part of its title. 
It was explained to the Committee that while the 
Commission regarded the provision of primary, secondary 
and technical education as its direct responsibility, 
it (the Commission} would welcome information from any 
enquiry which the Committee decided to undertake. (See 
Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, ("G" Series}: "Welfare/ 
Education Committee General File", Commonwealth Archives 
Office, Accession CP 698/1, Item G25/1894, undated file 
note). In fact the Social Service Association does not 
appear to have played an active role in the development 
of formal education in the Territory, although it was 
suggested that it might "come into its own" when the 
issue of continuation classes was raised. (See: Federal 
Capital Commission, General Correspondence of the Federal 
Capital Commission ("G" Series}: "Reports for Press", 
1926-27, Commonwealth Archives Office, Accession CP 698/1, 
Item G27/1551}. 
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The scheme which was approved to meet these requirements 
envisaged the expansion of the Telopea Park School to take 
1,000 pupils, the commencement of technical and trade training 
and the provision of separate infants' schools. 1 
At the same time as plans for secondary education in 
the Territory were being made, Butters was concerning himself 
with the question of establishing a university in the Territory. 
Walter Burley Griffin's plan for the capital had envisaged 
the construction of a university, and land close to the civic 
centre was earmarked for this purpose. At a meeting of the 
Commission held on 25 March 1926 the Chief Commissioner 
announced that he had taken preliminary action to form an 
advisory committee to report on the question of a university 
for Canberra. He proposed that the committee should consist 
of L. F. Giblin, the Tasmanian Deputy Statistician, Professor 
R. S. Wallace, the Professor of English and President of the 
Professorial Board at Melbourne University, and Professor 
Sir Mungo Mccallum, the Vice-Chancellor of Sydney University. 2 
Butters reference to 'preliminary action' was something 
of an understatement as he had already invited Giblin to 
become a member of a committee to prepare a scheme for the 
development of a "small scale" university" ••• to deal with 
Arts, Science, a special Public Service course, leaving out 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Second Annual Report, p. 20, 
P.P. No. 83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1136. 
2. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 1924-
1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1920. Commonwealth 
Archives Office: CRS A412, one volume. Meeting No. 44 
on 25 March 1926. 
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altogether such things as medicine and engineering."1 
This committee completed its report in early May 1926. 
Its conclusions were accepted by the Commission which 
resolved to seek Ministerial approval for the establishment 
of a university at Canberra. An outlay on buildings of 
approximately £20,000 was involved. The Government was 
apparently taken aback by the speed of events for it 
declined to authorise the necessary expenditure during the 
1926/27 financial year although it did affirm in principle 
2 that there should be a university at Canberra. 
The Commission had been expecting a more encouraging 
response than this, and attempted to have the Government 
enlarge on its statement of "in principle" support for a 
university. In particular, the Commission made three 
recommendations. These were 
(i) that a public announcement be made of the 
fact that a university was to be established 
at Canberra and of when this was likely to 
be, 
(ii) that the commission be informed as to when 
Ministers were prepared to make funds 
available and 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series): "Proposed 
University", 1926, Commonwealth Archives Office. Accession 
CP 698/1, Item G26/1543. Butters to Major L. F. Giblin, 
13 March 1926. 
2. ibid., McLaren (Sec., Home and Territories1 to Butters, 
4 June 1926. 
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(iii) that an Australia-wide competition be held 
for the design of the university buildings. 1 
While this letter was being considered by the Government, 
the Conunission set about collecting information about the 
layout and organisation of small universities in Britain and 
North Arner ica. 
Unfortunately for the Commission a university for 
Canberra was not at the forefront of the Government's mind. 
There was a lapse of some five months before Cabinet looked 
at the Commission's recommendations and decided to stick by 
its original decision to do nothing. 2 The Commission was 
cl~arly dissatisfied with this situation, and went to some 
lengths in its annual report to make it clear that the 
3 Government, and not itself, was responsible for the delay. 
Although the Government was not prepared to accept 
the Commission's suggestions regarding the university it 
did table the Committee's report in March of the following 
4 year. This seemingly innocuous action produced a sharp, 
al though shortlived, reaction from the churches, for one 
of the Report's incidental recommendations was for the early 
establishment of an undenominational high school of a high 
standard " to discourage interdenominational competition 
1. ibid., Butters to McLaren, 11 June 1926. 
2. U)id., McLaren to Butters, 18 November 1926. 
3. Federal Capital Conunission, Third Annual Report, p. 20, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1204. 
4. Argus, 24 March 1927. 
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in secondary education .,1 This recommendation was used ... 
as the basis for an attack by the headmaster of Wesley 
College (C. H. Adamson) on the Commission for its" ... ill-
formed animus against church schools." 2 Archbishop Mannix 
was reported as saying that it would be very wrong if the 
Federal authorities did not encourage the setting up of 
religious schools. 3 Despite attempts by Adamson to keep the 
issue alive4 public interest in the report was not sustained. 
In its Annual Report for the year ending 30 June 1927 
the Commission seems to have deliberately attempted to allay 
fears that it was opposed to private schools. It stated 
that Anglican, Presbyterian and Catholic educational bodies 
had opened negotiations for sites for schools and that the 
idea of the promoters was " •.. to establish institutions 
similar to the existing greater public schools elsewhere, 
and ideal conditions for this purpose exist in the Federal 
Capital Territory.•• 5 
The question of a university for Canberra was re-
opened briefly and abruptly in October 1927 when Cabinet 
decided, apparently without consulting the Commission, to 
set up a new Committee to study and report on the subject. 
The new Committee, which consisted of two permanent heads 
1. ibid., 
2. ibid. ' 20 March 1927, p. 42, c. 3. 
3. ibid., 26 March 1927, p. 9, c. 1. 
4. ibid., 13 April 1927, p. 25, c. 4. 
5. Federal Capital Commission, Third AnnuaZ Report, p. 20, 
P.P. No. 182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, p. 1204. 
of Goverrunent Departments - Sir Robert Garran (Attorney-
General's) and J. c. McLaren (Home and Territories) - and 
Dr. A. C. D. Rivett who held the chair of Chemistry at 
Melbourne University, had before it the 1927 Report and 
also conferred with Butters. 1 
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The Government's action was partly prompted by strong 
representations from the Public Service (Canberra) Committee 
[see Chapter IV) which wrote to the Acting Minister for 
Home and Territories (Sir Neville Howse) in July 1927 to 
ask that a small university be established at Canberra from 
the commencement of 1928. The Committee's case was based 
on the needs of the members of the Public Service, many of 
whom were already pursuing University studies. The establish-
ment of a small-scale university could, the Committee argued, 
be regarded as an investment by the Commonwealth, with 
dividends accruing in the form of" ••• better mental 
equipment ..• " for Public Servants. Furthermore, advancement 
in certain branches of the Service was conditional upon 
University studies. A more disinterested reason put forward 
by the Committee was that if Canberra was to become a 
centre of culture, it was essential that a university be 
established. 2 
Garran, McLaren and Rivett were no more successful 
1. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission ("G" Series), "Proposed 
University", 1926, Commonwealth Archives Office, Accession 
CP 698/l, Item G26/1543, "Draft Report of the first 
meeting of Committee Appointed by Cabinet", 13 October 
1927. 
2. ibid., H. s. Richards to Hon. Sir Neville Howse, 9 
July 1927. 
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than their predecessors in eliciting Government action to 
establish a university at Canberra. 1 In part, their efforts 
were frustrated by circumstances outside their control. 
Following a reduction in the amount of loan moneys made 
available to the Federal Capital Commission for 1927/28 an 
amount for the provision of university buildings was deleted 
from the estimates for that year. 
As the depression deepened, so expenditure on a 
university became less and less a priority matter for the 
Government. By contrast for the residents of the Capital 
the absence of university facilities was becoming more and 
more a disability. In January 1929, a public meeting was 
held which agreed to the formation of a University Association, 
the principle object of which was to secure the establishment 
of a university at the capital. The Association also wished 
to institute extension lectures by the Universities of 
Sydney and Melbourne, and to arrange for Canberra students 
to sit examinations at these Universities. 2 
In 1929 the Commission responded to requests from 
1. Their efforts are worthy of mention, however, in that 
they envisaged an institution in which certain Departments 
would be purely concerned with research and would not 
be involved in any undergraduate teaching. This concept 
survived, despite a lack of enthusiasm on the part of 
successive governments, and is embodied in the structure 
of the Australian National University. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence of 
the Federal Capital Commission, ("G" Series): "University 
Association" 1929, Commonwealth Archives Office 
Accession CP 698/l, Item G29/2B4, G. S. Knowles, Hon. 
Sec., University Association of Canberra to Sec., F.C.C. 
See also Federal Capital Commission, F'ifth Annuai 
Report, p. 48, P.P. No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, 
p. 2962. 
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students wishing to take up university courses under the 
Association by agreeing to provide matriculation classes and 
these commenced in the following year. 1 More importantly, 
in the year following the defeat of the Bruce-Page Government 
by Labor under Scullin, an ordinance was passed providing for 
the establishment of a University College at Canberra to be 
affiliated with Melbourne University. In February 1930 the 
Secretary of the University Association issued a circular 
urging all unmatriculated students to take advantage of 
the "splendid facilities" offered for educational advancement 
. b 2 in Can erra. 
The indifference of the Bruce-Page Government, and 
the financial restrictions which applied from 1927/28 
combined to frustrate the Commission's plans for tertiary 
education in the Territory. Its achievements in the area of 
primary and secondary education were however more significant. 
In addition to the Telopea Park School, a new school was 
built at Ainslie with accommodation for 500 pupils. Trade 
and technical courses were introduced and evening classes 
in commercial subjects and for matriculation were provided. 
By November 1929, adequate facilities for free education 
from kindergarten to matriculation were available. 3 
It is doubtful that the education provided by the 
1. Department of Interior I, Civic Branch, Correspondence 
File, ("G" Series) (Single No.): "Telopea Park School 
Matriculation Classes" 1929, commonwealth Archives 
Office CRS A430, Item Gl99. 
2. ibid., Circular dated 3 February 1930. 
·i. T.ett:Pr, prefacing the Commission's Pij'&h Annual /!ep(;r•t,, 
flut-.tr:rs to Minister for Home Affairs, 2 November 1929, 
P.l'. No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p. 2926. 
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Commission's schools would have prepared the children of 
Canberra residents for the economic turmoil which developed 
in the late twenties. On 10 December, 1928 the Canberra 
Times reported that in two hours on Saturday 8 December, 
the market value of shares on the New York Stock Exchange 
dropped by some £400,000,000. 1 What the commission referred 
to as• ... the incidence of unfavourable seasons and the 
general depression manifested throughout the whole of 
Australia" had already begun to effect conditions at the 
capital. 2 Expenditure for the year ended 30 June 1928 was 
half a million pounds less than that for the preceding year. 
The reduction in funds meant a curtailment of the building 
and engineering programme and a corresponding reduction in 
the number of workmen employed. In 1928 the Commission's 
labour registers were closed, all required labour being drawn 
from those in employment prior to 1 January 1928. 3 
Preference in order of appointment (and reverse order in the 
case of retrenchment) was given to returned soldiers and to 
married men residing in the territory. 4 
The reduction in the size of the commission's workforce 
1. Canberra Times, 10 December 1928. 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Four•th Annual Report, p. 2, 
P.P. No. 2, Session 1929, Vol. II,p. 2594. 
3. ibid., Report p. 24, P.P, p. 2616. 
4. The system of returned soldier preference was zealously 
adhered to by the Commission throughout its existence. 
See: Department of Interior I, Civic Branch, 
Correspondence Files, "G" Series, (Single No.), 1930-1933, 
"Returned Soldiers. General Matters", 1926-1933. 
Commonwealth Archives Office CRS A430, Item G/155. 
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occurred almost simultaneously with the reduction in funds: 
existing projects were severely reduced in scope; new works 
were cancelled. Getting the size of the Commission's staff 
down to a point commensurate with the reduced work programme 
took slightly longer, however by October 1929 this had been 
reduced to 285 (from 408 in June 1929). Butters' concern 
for efficiency led him to seek reductions in his staff just 
as assiduously as he had sought to build the Commission's 
organisation in the early years. On the basis that an 
outside mind would help in identifying areas where reductions 
could be made, the Commission obtained the services of A. J. 
Christie, then Deputy Director of Posts and Telegraphs in 
Brisbane. Before Christie could complete a report on the 
subject, Butters' term as Chief Commissioner expired; he 
declined to accept reappointment and Christie was appointed 
Chief Commissioner in his place at a lower salary. 
It is difficult to gauge the social effects of the 
reduction in employment at Canberra. The initial impact 
may have been softened by the relatively higher mobility 
of those lowest on the Government's list of employment 
preference - i.e. non-married and non Canberra resident. 
This mobility became less meaningful as unemployment increased 
in Sydney and Melbourne from where most of the workforce had 
been recruited. 
In July 1928 the Canberra Times carried a front page 
article about the rising level of unemployment in Canberra 
and referred particularly to the Russell Hill settlement 
where 32 families were said to be out of work. For its part, 
the paper offered free advertising for those seeking 
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employment1 and opened an appeal for funds. This received 
. a·. 2 an imme iate response. In the view of the paper's editor, 
the Commission was equally responsible with the Government 
for the difficulties facing the Territory. 3 The majority of 
those that attended a public meeting called by the Federal 
Capital Territory Citizens' League resolved however that the 
Government should carry most of the blame for its failure 
to develop the Federal Capital. The meeting also agreed to 
the formation of a benevolent society for the relief of distress 
among the unernployed. 4 The resolution had little effect: in 
September Butters was reported as stating that by 24 September 
1928 no work could be found for unmarried men, although it 
was hoped to provide work for all married men in the 
Territory. 5 
The problem of alleviating the social distress arising 
from unemployment was overshadowed during the first part of 
1929 by the election for the Third Commissioner. None of the 
candidates for the position of elected member of the 
Commission referred specifically to this problem although 
they all expressed concern at the reduction in Government 
expenditure at Canberra. Housing and leasehold appeared 
to rate higher than social welfare issues, even in April 
1929. 6 
1. Canberra Times, 13 July 1928. 
2. ibid., 14 July 1928' p. 1, c. 1-3. 
3. ibid., 17 July 1928, p. 2, c. 3-4. 
4. ibid. ' 10 July 1928, p. 1' c. 2-3. 
5. ibid., 22 September 1928, p. 1, c. 7. 
6. ibid., 19 April 1929, P• 5. ' c. 4-5. 
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In June 1930 the apparatus of relief work in the 
Territory was formalized. Moneys raised by voluntary 
collection among residents were matched on a pound for pound 
basis by the Government. These funds were used in turn as 
wages to provide initially 55 full-time positions. The 
relief work provided by these positions was shared out among 
the 100 married and 90 single men at that time registered as 
unemployed, on the basis of 5 days work in 3-4 weeks and 3 
days in 6-7 weeks for married and single unemployed 
respectively. 
As the year wore on the effects of the depression 
made themselves felt more severely. By October 1930 land 
rent on Canberra leases was in arrears by approximately 
£20,000 (the Scullin Government would not allow legal action 
to recover this money). By early 1931 the number partici-
pating in the unemployment relief scheme had reached 150 
married and 150 single men. Food rations were provided in 
addition to relief work. The camps and tenements were 
occupied by the unemployed or those on relief work from 
whom rent could not be claimed. 1 
Although the Commission was only involved in the 
initial stages of the organisation of the relief scheme, the 
onset of the Depression is of importance insofar as one of 
the reasons for the abolition of the Commission was the 
Government's belief that alternative, and preferable uses 
existed for the available funds. One such use was the 
1. Department of Interior I, Civic Branch, Correspondence 
Files, "G" Series (Single No.): "Canberra Unemployment 
Relief Committee - General Matters", 1930-32, CRS A430, 
Item GlBO: 
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provision of relief work for the unemployed. Much of this 
work took the form of tree planting and city beautification, 
the benefits of which would not become apparent while the 
memory of the Commission was fresh in the minds of residents. 
There were, of course, other factors which influenced the 
Government's decision not to continue the life of the 




THE SMALL LOCAL DEMOCRACY 
Shortly before the end of his term of office, Sir 
John Butters wrote to the Minister for Home Affairs reviewing 
the Commission's accomplishments over the previous five 
years. The difficulty from the local government point of 
view had arisen, he wrote, as a result of the Commission 
being responsible to the whole Australian public while 
" ... it had to serve also and more intimately the small 
local democracy at Canberra". 1 This chapter examines the 
qrowth of pressure for a representative form of local 
government and the related decline in the popularity of the 
(~( >fHfH t HH t0r1 ~ 
Between 1925 and 1929 the newspapers depict a 
remarkable change in public attitudes towards the Commission. 
Up until mid 1927 the commission and the residents of the new 
capital shared a strong sense of unity of purpose reinforced 
by the fact that they were directly involved in the 
construction of the capital or the administration of that 
construction. 2 Even before then, however, there were 
indications that, even if the Commission had not seen fit to 
reconsider its role in the light of changing circumstances 
others had done so. At first it seemed that only minor 
changes of style would be required. There was no question 
1. J. H. Butters to Mii.ister for Home Affairs, 2 November 
1929, P.P. No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p.2919. 
2, See Chapter IV. 
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that the Conunission was the governing body of Canberra but 
it was argued, now that the capital could no longer be 
regarded as a construction site, that the Conunission should allow 
itself to be guided to a greater extent by public opinion. 1 
By late 1928, however, attitudes had shifted to the extent 
that many regarded it as out of the question that the 
Commission should continue to be the form of government at 
Canberra unless it was radically transformed. Others felt 
that the abolition of the Commission was necessary before 
democratic local government could be achieved. 
The abolitionists ultimately had their way. Before 
this however, the Bruce/Page Government had attempted to 
alter the style of Conunission government by providing for 
the third member of the Commission to be elected by the 
residents of the Territory. A considerable amount of public 
discussion preceded this attempt to resolve the problem of 
local government. Personalities featured as importantly as 
issues throughout this discussion. In part this was because 
of Butters' strength of personality and his position as 
sole full-time member of, and principal spokesman for, the 
Commission. The relatively small number of people comprising 
the population of Canberra during these years and the 
predominance of the Government as the largest single employer 
also tended to increase the significance of personalities 
among those critical of the Commission. 
By 1927 there had already been one change in the 
personnel of the Commission. Clarence Hardie Gorman died of 
1. Canberra Times, 11 February 1927. 
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peritonitis on 24 January 1927, slightly less than one year 
before the expiration of his term. Gorman's principal 
contribution to the work of the Commission was in the area 
of agricultural management. After leaving school, he had 
worked for the Chaffey Brothers at Mildura and with the New 
South Wales State Department of Agriculture1 before becoming 
chairman of the Sydney real estate firm of Hardie and Gorman. 
Gorman strongly supported the view that the Territory was 
capable of supplying most of its own food requirements!and 
was active in the development of proposals for special 
leases for orchard, vegetable and dairy purposes. He also 
took a particular interest in the administration of the 
system of grazing leases in the Territory, and by October 
1927 a total of 351 such leases had been taken up, bringing 
3 to the Government an annual revenue of £38,633. The 
Commission's Lands Department was under his general 
supervision. 4 
The official files contain very little documentary 
evidence of the views of the part-time Commissioners. Gorman 
did, however, put to paper his views on the promotion of 
<1griculture in the Territory. In an elaborate awkward and 
occasionally ungrammatical memorandum he recommended that 
1. Argus 18 October 1924, p. 31, c. 3. 
2. Grover, Harry: A Descriptive Guide to Canberra, Melbourne, 
1927, p. 77. 
3. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 116, p. 696. 
4. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of 
1924-1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930. 
Archives Office, CRS A412, one volume. 
rif J November 1925. 
Meetings 
Conunonwealth 
Meeting No. 34 
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the Commission undertake an extensive scheme of research 
and education and that a demonstration farm be established. 
In addition to increasing the area of the Territory under 
production and the carrying capacity of those areas already 
being farmed, Gorman pointed to the benefit of" ••. a 
contented minded yeomanry from year to year being assisted 
in a direction that they are hardly able to assist themselves 
' tf l in. 
The yeomanry were, in fact, reasonably capable of 
looking after their own contentment through the Rural Lessees' 
Association which was formed in 1926. The Association's 
position was initially strengthened by the fact of its 
chairman being a former senior staff member of the Commission -
Colonel J. T. H. Goodwin who had retired from the position 
of Chief Lands Officer at the end of 1925. Goodwin had been 
allotted a grazing lease by the commission in view of his 
close connection with the affairs of the Territory and the 
service rendered by him. 2 
The Rural Lessess' Association's early relations with 
the Commission were cordial. The second Annual Meeting 
was at tended by two of the Commissioners, Butters and 'l'homas, 
as well as the Secretary of the Commission. As in other 
1. }'ederal Capital Commission, Correspondence Files "G" 
Series: "Agriculture, Appointment of an inspector and 
general", 1926, Commonwealth Archives Office, 
l;ccession No. CP 698/1, Item G26/1260. Gorman to 
Chief Commissioner, 17 April 1925. 
2. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of 
1924-1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, 
Archiv(~S Office, CRS A412, one volume. 





areas of the Commission's relations with the citizens, this 
state of affairs did not last. Less than two years later 
Goodwin was to describe the Land Board which had been set up 
to investigate and recommend on applications for leases, as 
a "star chamber" and to claim that the land policy which 
Gorman had helped to frame was intended to get the most out 
1 
of the man on the land. 
Colonel T. J. Thomas, a former finance member of the 
Military Board was seconded in July 1927 by the Government 
to serve as a member of the Conunission for the balance of 
German's term, i.e. until 2 November 1928. Details of 
'.l'homas' views are more difficult to discover than those of 
his predecessor. This may reflect Thomas' long period of 
public service to the extent that this produced a cautious 
approach to public comment, however it appears to have 
been an unwritten rule that the part-time Commissioners would 
refrain from making public statements concerning the 
Commission's business. 2 
Thomas' particular expertise in financial administration 
was put to use in 1928 when he was made deputy chairman of 
the Staff Committee whose prime function was to effect 
1. CanberPa Times, 17 April 1929, p. 4, c. 6-7. 
2. Heads of the Commission's Departments were entitled to 
supply information to the press although this authority 
was removed in February 1929. From that time onwards 
no Commission officer was entitled to provide information 
to the press. See: Federal Capital Commission 
Organisation Circular No. 168 of 25 February 1929. 
Copied from Accession CP 209/4 Bundle "F.C.C. Circular 
No.. l 11 • 
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economies 11 in every conceivable direction". 1 His term 
of office was extended for two months until 2 January 1929 
while arrangements were made to hold an election for the 
position of Third Commissioner. The Prime Minister, s. M. 
Bruce, paid tribute to Thomas, on his departure from the 
Commission, for his invaluable services in building up the 
. 2 
administrative system of the Federal Capital Territory. 
Thomas returned to the Defence Department leaving behind a 
reputation as a competent administrator but having made 
only a moderate impression on the Canberra residents. 
Apart from Butters, Sir John Harrison was the longest 
serving Commissioner. His main contribution to the work 
of the Commission took place during the early stages when 
construction activity was at a high level. He was closely 
involved with the Building Construction Department and 
exercised a general supervision over the Housing Construction 
Department when it was established in 1926. The activities 
of this department encompassed more than the design and 
construction of cottages. It was responsible for the 
preparation of block plans "setting out the siting of all 
cottages and the street architecture both as to mass and 
colour in all residential subdivisions.". 3 
l. Federal Capital Commission Organisation Circular No. 
136 of 26 June 1928. Copied from Accession CP 209/4 
Bundle ''F.C.C. Circular No. l". 
2. APgus, 12 December 1928, p. 19, c. 2. 
3. Summary by C.A.O. From Accession CP 32.5/1, entitled 
"F.C.C. Table of Administrative Changes Mar. 1925-Mar. 
1928", p. 4. 
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Harrison received more publicity than the other part-
time Commissioners but some of this was of an adverse nature, 
particularly that which resulted from his poor performance in 
front of the Public Accounts Committee. Even that particular 
incident pointed up the extent to which responsibility for 
the Commission's decisions rested in a primary rather than 
a residual sense with Butters. In the minds of the residents, 
Butters' views became identified with those of the Commission; 
to criticize the Commission was to criticize the Chief 
Corrunissioner. 
None of the eulogistic speeches by visiting dignato:ries 
and politicians at the opening of Parliament !louse made any 
reference to the manner in which Canberra was to be governed. 
The Canber·ra Times, which was later to become a vocal and 
persistent opponent of the Commission, for most of 1927 took 
a moderate position on local government. Partly as a 
consequence of this an attempt by the Social Service 
Association to expand its activities into the sphere of 
municipal government failed. In June the paper raised the 
possibility of an elected member taking Colonel Thomas' 
place on the Commission at the expiration of his term of 
office. Such a development would, it was suggested, provide 
the Commission with an insight into the public mind. An 
extension of this possibility to a fully elected commission 
was also canvassed but the paper doubted that it would be 
possible to ensure the election of people with the necessary 
ability and character, and concluded that it would certainly 
be undesirable while Sir John Butters was Chief Conunissioner. 1 
L Canberr>a Times; 3 June 1927, p; 8; c. 2-3. 
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Some two months after the Social Service Association's 
unsuccessful attempt to obtain for itself some involvement 
in the local government of Canberra, the issue of representa-
tion was raised in a somewhat unexpected quarter. P. E. 
Deane, the Secretary of the Prime Minister's Department, used 
the opportunity of a farewell dinner provided for him by some 
Melbourne businessmen to sound a warning about conditions at 
Canberra: 
"At the present time every civil servant, 
by means of the franchise has a voice in 
the Parliamentary control [of the public 
service]. Once we movto to Canberra this 
will cease. We shall be governed by four 
bodies I.The Public Service Board, the Public 
Service Arbitration Court, Parliament and 
the Federal Capital Corrunission J not merely 
in connection with our daily tasks, but in 
the privacy of our rooms, by bodies on 
which we have no representation whatever 
and in connection with the control of 
which we have no vote." (1) 
In October 1927 a public meeting was convened under 
the auspices of the Australian Natives Association to discuss 
the question of representation at Canberra. 'l'he meeting 
agreed unanimously to take measures to procure direct 
representation in the administration of civic and national 
affairs. A F'ederal Capital Territory Citizens Representation 
Committee was formed to work for the appointment of an 
elected representative on the Commission. Butters was 
interviewed on the subject following the meeting, but refused 
to comment. 2 In Melbourne the Argus enlarged on this by 
1. Canberra 1'im;rn, 9 September 1927, p. 1, c. · 3. 
2. ibid., 28 October 1927, p. 7, c. 5-6. 
stating that it was 'understood' that Butters would resign 
if a municipal council was elected. 1 Meanwhile the 
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Commission's activities had been receiving attention in the 
Federal Parliament. The Commission's venture into providing 
a transport service had proved a costly failure when the 
buses purchased to provide the service were unsatisfactory 
and repeatedly broke down. 2 To rid itself of this problem, 
the Commission attempted to let a contract for the provision 
of a transport service in the Territory. This move also 
failed, but not before the Commission had been attacked in 
the Senate as the " ..• most reactionary and conservative body 
that could have been appointed " The Commissioners were 
accused of crucifying Canberra and of trying to hand 
everthing they possibly could over to private enterprise 
while they drew their salaries and did nothing. 3 
What had begun as a debate on the transport service 
broadened into an exchange of political philosophies 
regarding statutory corporations and the control of public 
utilities. It transpired that it was not so much the 
Commission as such which was abhorrent to Labor, rather it 
was the manner in which it was attempting to hive off a 
public utility to private enterprise. A privately owned 
transport system would, it was asserted, be concerned basically 
1. Argus, 28 October 1927, p. 19, c. 4. 
2. Department of the Interior I, Civic Branch, 1932, 
Correspondence Files, "G" Series (Single Number), "City 
Bus Service - 4 Bean Buses", Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A430, Item Gl03. 
3. CommomJealtli Parliamenta1•y De bat ea, Vol. 116, p. 552. 
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to make a profit and not to advance the interests of the 
community. 1 In any event the Senators need not have worried. 
Attempts to let the service to contract failed and public 
transport :i.n the Territory remained within the province of 
the Comm:i.ssion. 2 
The concern of the opposition Senators was not 
widespread outside the Federal Parliament. On the same day 
as the debate, the Argu& opined that there was in fact little 
dan9er of the Commission l:lf"coming "Frankenstein's monster" 
and that there seemd to be little r.isk of Parliament termin-
ating the benevolent democracy of the Commission for many 
3 years.· 
The first action of the newly formed Federal Capital 
'I'erritory Citizens Representation League was to circulate 
for signature two peititions seeking representation for 
Canberra residents, one for a place on the Commission, the 
other for a Seat in Federal Parliament. The Canberra Times, 
which had by now espoused representation as part of its 
basic philosophy, was nevertheless still anxious to assure 
its readers that such moves to secure representation were 
not to be taken as reflecting on the ability or integrity 
of the Commission. The paper also pointed to the danger of 
political parties influencing the quei>tion of representation 
and claimed that it was essential that this should never 
1. ibid.' p. 545. 
2. Commonwealth ParZiamentai•y Debates, Vol. 117, p. 2709. 
3. Argus, 14 October 1927, p. 17, c. 1. 
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happen. 1 As the first Christmas of the Capital in its 
offical status as Seat of Government approached there were 
reports that any amendments made to the Seat of Government 
(Administration) Act in 1928 would not involve representation 
for Canberra residents. 2 
The New Year began auspiciously for the Commission. 
The Annual Conference of the Australian Institute of Engineers 
took place in Canberra early in February 1928. The practice 
of the Institute was to meet in the State in which its 
President resided. The president for 1927-28 was the recently 
knighted Chairman of the Federal Capital Commission. The 
Conference was opened by the Prime Minister, s. M. Bruce, 
who complimented Butters on his work at Canberra. 3 One 
evening of the Conference was devoted to the Annual General 
Meeting of the Institute which was occupied largely by the 
Presidential Address. In it, Butters reviewed the role and 
position of the Engineering profession and its relation to 
Australian and world development. Drawing on his own 
experience he informed the Institute that common sense, keen 
observation and a sense of engineering economics were probably 
an engineer's most valuable assets. He referred to the 
work of the last three years in Canberra and concluded his 
address with an appeal to the public of Australia to think 
in terms of Australia and not of States, and to develop a 
l. Canber>ra Times, 1 November 1927, p. 4, c. 2. 
2. ibid., 11 November 1927, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
3. ibid., 7 February 1928, p. 1, c. 3. 
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proper awareness of the National capital. 1 
The euphoria engendered by the conference rhetoric 
was short lived. More immediate and pressing local government 
considerations existed to affect the relationship between 
the Commission and the residents. One issue - that of 
whether the lessees or the Commission should pay for the 
construction of kerbs and gutters - has been discussed in 
Chapter V. The liquor issue is reviewed here because of its 
importance as an overture to the campaign for representation. 
The early history of the controls on the availability 
of liquor in the Territory have been outlined in Chapter IV. 
Under the existing legislation licences for the retail sale 
of liquor could not be granted, although liquor could be 
consumed in the Federal Capital Territory. 'l'his situation 
was not to everyone's liking and the Government was eventually 
forced to act when the Joint House Committee of Parliament 
recommended that a Bar for Members be installed in the 
provisional Parliament House at Canberra. Bruce managed to 
forestall a decision on this recommendation which would have 
set Parliamentarians apart from the residents, and at the 
same time avoid the political pitfalls associated with taking 
a position on the issue, by announcing that a poll of 
residents would be held on a date to be specified after the 
first meeting of Parliament in Canberra. 2 The poll was to 
be the first occasion since the Territory was ceded to the 
Commonwealth that the citizens had been able to express 
themselves on a subject concerned with the government of the 
1. ibid., 10 February 1928, p. 4, c. 4. 
~'. ~F~ti~; :HJ j\iit 192~; p; IL 
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Territory. 1 Although public interest had diminished somewhat 
following the announcement about the poll, by the Spring of 
1927 ranks had once more begun to form on the question. On 
lB October 1927 a Federal Capital Territory No-Licence League 
was formed under the sponsorship of the Australian Prohibition 
Council. 2 
'I'he intent, as distinct from the letter of the law 
regarding the sale of liquor in the Territory was tested 
before the end of 1927. The Federal Capital Territory Branch 
of the Returned Servicemen's League proposed to S(?tVe liquor 
at its Armistice Night Dinner on Friday 11 November. s. M. 
Bruce declined an invitation to the dinner on the grounds 
that the League's proposed action was against the spirit of 
the no-licence legislation. In the end the dinner was 'dry' 
and the Prime Minister did attend. Not unexpectedly, his 
action drew public support from the temperance organizations. 3 
Although it may be inferred that the Commission 
regarded alcohol as a problem (see Chapter IV) the available 
evidence does not point to it having an other than administra-
tive role in the manner in which Canberra licencing laws were 
developed. At the time, and subsequently however, it was 
found guilty by association of wishing to prevent the 
1. Canberra Times, 9 March 1928, p. 4, c. 4. 
2. Argus, 19 October 1927, p. 17, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 9 November 1927, p. 24, c. 1. 
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consumption of liquor in the Territory. 1 In view of the 
expressed attitude of the Prime Minister, it was not to be 
expected that Butters or his colleagues would have publicly 
promoted an easing of the liquor restrictions. Moreover 
C. W. G. Marr who became assistant Minister for Horne and 
Territories in early 1928 was reported as claiming that in 
prohibition" ... lay safety, sanity and sovereignty ... •. 2 
Agitation for a date to be announced for the promised 
liquor referendum increased after Parliament resumed in 1928. 
There wei::e suggestions that the campaign for and against a 
'wet' capital would develop along political lines. The 
1,abor Party, which had opposed moves to omit a member's bar 
from the provisional Parliament House3 was said to favour 
the abolition of the no-licence system, 4 however it seems 
likely that Government as well as opposition members of 
Parliament may have found, following the transfer of the 
Seat of Government, that despite whatever moral (or political 
benefits may have been associated with support for the no-
licence cause, the fact of not being able to purchase beer, 
wine or spirits in the Territory was in practice a considerable 
I. ibid., 14 October 1927, p. 17, c. 1-2. See also Denning, 
Warren: Capital City: Canberra Today and Tommorow, 
Canberra, Verity Hewitt, 1938, pp. 67-68. Denning 
accuses the Commission of having enforced prohibition 
on the retail sale of alcohol and interprets developments 
after the referendum as further evidence of the 
Commission having worked actively against the sale 
and consumption of alcohol in the •rerr i tory. 
2. AI•gus, 12 October 1927, p. 2, c. l. 
3. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 114, p. 3959-3963. 
4. Argus, 27 February 1928, p. 16, c. 3. 
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nuisance. A Federal Capital Territory Licence League was 
formed late in February 1928 at a meeting held in the Civic 
Centre. 1 
On 2 May 1928 it was announced that the Canberra 
liquor poll was to be held on 1 September of that year, the 
same date as New South Wales residents were to vote on 
whether or not they wanted prohibition. Enrolment and voting 
were to be compulsory. Four alternative methods of controlling 
the availability of alcohol were to be placed before Canberra 
residents, viz. prohibition of possession, prohibition of 
sale (i.e. confirmation of existing no-licence provisions) 
sale under public control and sale in licenced premises. 2 
The liquor and representation campaigns were linked 
insofar as both involved an expression of the will of the 
residents. One group with the eclectic title of the 
Citizens' Rights and Liquor Reform Association provided 
institutional evidence of this link and also appears to have 
brought together some of the more radical views current at 
the time. In April it charged that the prohibition campaigns 
were being funded by hotel keepers in the nearby town of 
Queanbeyan, outside the Federal Capital Territory. This was 
vehemently denied by the Federal Capital Territory No-Licence 
3 League. 
Two months later, the more moderate Australian Natives 
1. A1•3us, 29 February 1928, p. 27, c. 4. 
2. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 118, p. 4429. 
3. Argus,, 19 June 1928, p. 16, c. 8. 
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Association which had been instrumental in the establishment 
of the Federal Capital Territory Citizen's Representation 
)':.eague held a further publi.c meeting to discuss the question 
of liquor reform in Canberra. All speakers at that meeting 
were reported to have expressed dissatisfaction with the 
existing system of liquor control. 1 
As the date for the liquor poll approached the licence 
and no-licence leagues drew large crowds to their respective 
meetings at which they poured contempt on each others' 
arguments and deplored each others' methods. As the poll 
was being conducted on a preferential voting system there 
was no guarantee that either of the options which these 
leagues supported would necessarily win. 2 In the event 
however the decision was made on first preferences with sale 
on licensed premises winning with an outright majority of 
1. ibid., 18 April 1928, p. 12, c. 8. 
2. If neither the licence nor the no-licence options had 
obtained a clear majority, the issue may have had to 
be decided on preferences. '!'he effect of this may have 
been to increase the chances of the 'public control' 
option, which seem to have appealed to some as a 
compromise between the licensing system which applied 
in the States with its attendant social problems and 
the no-licence system which prevailed in the Territory 
at the time. One of the reasons this compromise 
failed to receive more votes at the poll appears to 
have been that, despite the existence of a Public 
Control League, many people were unsure as to what 
"public control" actually meant. (See Canberra Times, 
30 August 1928, p. 4, c. 3). 
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. 1 57 over the combined total of '!Otes for the ot>-1er options. 
With the liquor question settled, at least for the 
time being, public interest came to focus more strongly on 
the representation i.ssue. Criticism of the Commission was 
more predominant in the campaign for representation than in 
the public d<,bate over the 1 iquor question. 
The level of criticism of the Corrunission and the 
form of Government which it represented increased as the 
nights grew cooler in the autumn of 1928. Shortly after the 
Public Accounts Committee commenced its investigation into 
Housing and Building costs at Canberra it heard claims that 
the land policy in the Capital Territory had made the 
Commission the most autocratic body in the community. 2 A 
report of a meeting of the Citizens Representation League 
likened the Federal Capital Commission's style of Government 
to that applied to Crown Colonies some 300 years previously. 3 
On 13 June 1928 Dr. L. W. Nott, the independent 
Pederal Member for Herbert in Northern Queensland, moved the 
adjournment of the House of Representatives on a definite 
matter of public importance, namely" .•• the disenfranchisement 
1. The actual vote was prohibition of possession, 228, 
continuation of no-licence 841, sale under public 
control 1092, sale in licensed premises 2218, informal 
34. (See Argus, 4 September 1928, pp. 12c. 2). The 
results of this poll, and of the prohibition poll held 
on the same day in New South Wales are not strictly 
comparable. Thus although only about 5 per cent of 
Canberra residents supported prohibition compared with 
some 29 per cent in the N.S.W. poll, the greater variety 
of choice in the Canberra poll allowed many of those 
opposed to the existing system of liquor control to 
choose alternatives short of complete prohibition. 
2. Canberra Times, 5 May 1928, p. 5, c. 1-2. 
3. ibid., 29 May 1928, p. 2, c. 3 4. 
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of several thousand Australian electors in the Federal 
Capital Territory.• Nott had for some time taken an interest 
in the affairs of the Territory, and since election to the 
E'ederal Parliament, had made Canberra his home. The petition 
circulated by the F'ederal Capital Territory Citizens' 
Representation League had been presented to Parliament by 
him. Nott argued that if residents of the Northern •rerri tory 
were entitled to elect a member to the Federal Parliament, 
then Federal Capital Territory residents should be allowed 
to do likewise. 1 
After Nott had concluded, Bruce spoke at some length 
expressing his sympathy with Nott's views, but also outlining 
the problems the Government envisaged in providing 
Parliamentary representation for the 'l'erri tory. It would, 
he explained, be inequitable if the 5,000 or so popi1lation 
of the Federal Capital Territory were to elect a member with 
the same rights as, say, the next smallest electorate which 
consisted of 22,000 people. On the other hand it was 
undesirable to attach the •rerritory to any other electorate 
since it was the Government's wish to" .•• create in the 
minds of the people the idea that this is the most important 
piece of Territory in the whole Conunonweal th. 02 Among the 
possibilities being considered were those of allowing public 
servants to maintain their names on the rolls of the 
electorate in which they had resided prior to being trans-
ferred, and of providing Senate representation for all the 
Territories. The Prime Minister did not disclose himself in 
1. Commonwealth Pax•tiamentary Debates, Vol. 119, p. 6032. 
2. ibid., p. 6034. 
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favour of any of these possibilities. He did, however agree 
that the time had come when the popul21tion of the 'rerri tory 
should be given some voice in its administration, and 
concluded his speech by promising to take action during the 
last session of that Parliament to ensure representation of 
the residents on the Commission. 1 
This debate, and other Parliamentary discussions on 
the franchise for Canberra residents were characterised by 
a relative simplicity of argument:. Phrases such as 'no 
taxation without representation' were popular and the existence 
of a compelling analogy between the situaU.on of the Canberra 
residents and that of the residents in Washington DC tended 
to go unchallenged. 
Bruce's undertaking to provide some form of represent-
ation for residents on the Commission met with a favourable 
2 
response and probably would have generated more interest 
than it did if public attention had not been somewhat 
distracted by the performance of Commissioner Harrison and 
Sir John Butters in front of the Public Accounts Committee 
and by the growth of unemployment at the Capital. 3 
The Public Accounts Committee hearings seem to have 
increased the personal dimension of the conflict between the 
residents and the Commission. 'rhe strength and forcefulness 
of. the Chief Commissioner's performance before the Cormni ttee 
almost certainly contributed to this, but personalities were 
1. ibid., p. 6035. 
2. Canberra Times, 15 June 1928, p. 4, c. 4-5. 
3. ibid., 4 July 1928, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
183 
also beginnj.ng to feature more prominently among those 
opposed to the commission. The attitudes of Dr. Alcorn have 
already been discussed in connection with the operation of 
the Canberra Hospital. Another doctor now began to receive 
publicity for his anti-Commission views. 
Dr. J. F. Watson was the author of a book on Canberra 
which had been published in 1927. 1 Although he was trained 
as a doctor of medicine, Watson practised this profession for 
five years only, and his main cl.aim to fame rests on his work 
as editor of 33 volumes of the Historical Records of 
Australia. 'l'he basis for his dislike of the Commission, 
beside which Dr. Alcorn's antipathy appears almost mild, is 
unclear. The book about Canberra, was published before the 
Commission had been in operation for two years. It is 
basically a narration of the administrative and legislative 
devleopments which occurred between 1901 and 1927, and 
contains only indirect criticism of the Commission insofar 
as it dwells on the political and press criticisms of the 
Seat of Government (Administration) Bill at the time of its 
introduction in 1924. 
During 1928, Watson's views developed through suspicion 
into hatred of the Commission. One factor contributing to 
this may have been his belief that the Commission had illegally 
varied the plans for Canberra by allocating sites for a museum 
2 
and.a Roman Catholic Cathedral. In May 1928 he criticized 
l~ Watson, J~ .F~, A Br·ief' llis"tor•y of' c~a-nber.rc., the Capit(J.l 
Ci of Australia, Canberra, 1927. 
2. Argus, 25 April 1928, p. 8. c. 8. 
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the commission before the Public Accounts Committee1 and his 
evidence was used by the opposition in the House of 
Representatives to mount an attack on the Chief Commissioner 
dur"ing the course of the Budget Debate in the followinq 
September. 2 
The Public Accounts Committee's hearing and its side 
effects, such as Butters' outburst about Canberra residents 
"always wanting something for nothing at the public expense", 3 
speeded the decline of the Commission's popularity. The 
Canberra Times had by this time altogether dropped its even-
handed attitude - that the situation was unsatisfactory but 
it was not necessarily the Commission's fault - and commented 
sourly that "passing by the well known outlook of the 
Commission, that everybody who disagrees with it is wrong, 
insane, idiotic, unpatriotic and deserving of other qualifi-
cations in the eyes of the Commission ••• the real state of 
affairs actually is serious." 4 Shortly afterwards the paper 
called for a Royal Commission into the administration of the 
Capital by the Federal Capital Commission and the Government. 5 
In Parliament, vilification of the Commission's 
actions and motivations was becoming a pastime of the 
opposition. Few opportunites were missed to berate tne 
Government for its lack of control over developments in 
1. Canberra Times, 5 May 1928, p. 5, c. 1-2. 
2. CommonweaZth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 119, p. 6938. 
3. Canberra Times, 6 August 1928, p. 1, c. 2. 
4. ibid., 13 July 1928, p. 4, c. 4. 
5. ibid., 17 July 1928, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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Canberra. Questions were asked in Parliament almost weekly 
about the salaries and allowances available to the 
Commissioners. When it was learnt that a member of the 
Commission was not paying rent for the house in which his 
furniture was being stored in Canberra, this was instanced 
as an abuse of special privileges, 1 and the Minister for Home 
and 'I'erritories was called upon to announce whether the 
Commissioner was to be suspended, dismissed or prosecuted. 2 
'I'he Bill to provide for citizen representation on the 
Commission was finally introduced on 13 September, 1928. 
As well as fulfilling Bruce's promise of representation, 
minor parts of the Bill empowered the Commission to supply 
water and/or electricity to places outside the Territory, 
and adjusted the Territory's capital liability between the 
Commission and the Commonwealth Railways Commissioner. 
The reshaped Commission was to consist of a Chief 
Commi.ssioner and a Second Commissioner, both appointed by 
the Governor-General, and a Third Commissioner elected by 
the residents. Both the Chief Commissioner and the Second 
Commissioner were to be full-time (pre:viously only the Chief 
Commissioner had been full-time) . 'I'he original Commissioners, 
viz., Butters, Harrison and Gorman had been appointed for 
periods of five, four and three years respectively. 
In the reorganised Commission it was proposed that the 
appointed Commissioners would serve for five years and the 
elected Commissioner for three. The elected Commissioner 
1. Commonwealth PaPliamentary Deibates, Vol. il9, p. 6773. 
2. ibid .• p. 7193. 
was to be entitled to attend and vote at all Conunission 
meetings, but not to take any part in the executive or 
administrative work of the Conunission. 1 
The right to vote in elections for the Third 
Commissioner was to be confined to rate paying lessees, 
thereby excluding probably a majority of the workmen who 
were either renting accommodation, living in camps or 
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living outside the Territory at Queanbeyan. Federal Capital 
Conunission, and Department of Home and Territory officers 
were precluded from nominating for the position of Third 
Corrunissioner. The Minister for Home and Territories informed 
the House of Representatives that it was the Governments 
desire to have elected as Third Commissioner a man who would 
discharge his duties " ••. in a manner similar to that in 
which aldermen discharge.theirs." 2 
The Bill appears to have achieved instant unpopularity. 
Before the debate on the second reading was resumed six days 
later, it had been labelled a 'travesty' and a 'hollow 
mockery'. If the Government was unable to grant full 
representation in its amending Bill, it was argued that the 
Conunission should be abolished and direct control resumed 
by the Commonwealth. 3 
The opposition used the occasion of the debate, when 
it was resumed, to restate its own general philosophy on 
1. ibid.' p. 6695. 
2. ibid., p. 6696. 
3. Canberra Times, 14 September 1928, p. 4, c. 4-5. 
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Government responsibility and statutory corporations, and to 
press home a number of personal attacks on the Commissioners, 
in particular Butters, under the aegis of Parliamentary 
Privilege. The bases of their objections to the bill were 
that it did not redeem Bruce's promise and that the Commission 
was in any case the wrong sort of body upon which to base 
this experiment in local Government. Apart from the fact 
that, in their view, the Department of Home and Territories 
and Works and Railways had done and could do a better job 
than the Commission, it was claimed that the waves of 
public servants arriving had proved the Commission's 
organisation inadequate, and inferred that the Government 
had exacerbated these inadequacies by applying its economy 
campaign more harshly to the Commission than to Government 
1 Departments. Considerable emphasis was also placed on the 
Commissions lack of 'civic', or community knowledge. 
The opposition from Federal Capital Territory residents 
and politicians to the Government's original proposal to 
limit the franchise to lease-holding rate payers was 
sufficiently strong for the Government to agree to amend 
these provisions of the Bill almost immediately. The 
amendments granted the franchise to every adult resident 
paying over £15 per annum rental, thereby increasing the 
number eligible to vote from about 600 (according to the 
opposition) to about 4,000 of a total of 4,600 enrolled for 
the liquor poll. 2 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 119, p. 6891-2. 
2. ibid.' p. 6893. 
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The proposed tenure of office of the Commissioners also 
came under attack. It was argued that the Government was 
not justified in providing for the reappointment of two 
members of the Commission for five years during the dying 
hours of the tenth Parliament. 1 The Government conceded 
this point, but only to the extent of redueing the terms of 
appointment of the Second and (elected) Third Commissioners 
to one year. The Chief Commissioner's term of appointment 
. d t . f f"' 2 remaine a a maximum o 1ve years. 
During the debate it was prophesied - accurately -
that the 'rhird Commissioner would be outvoted on every 
question of importance 3 and that to strengthen his position 
he should he given access to all papers and files. 4 There 
was considerable criticism of particular persons as well as 
criticism 'in principle'. One of the most severe personal 
attacks on the Commissioners was made by the labour member 
for Melbourne, Dr. William Maloney, who shared with Dr. 
Watson a particularly intense dislike of the Chief Commissioner. 
Watson and Maloney were known to each other personally and 
it seems more than likely that Maloney acted to an extent as 
a Parliamentary mouthpiece for Watson, at least until he was 
5 
elected Third Conunissioner in 1929. 
1. ibid.·' p. 6900. 
2. Seat of Government (Administration) Act, No. 44 of 
1928 Sections 8(a) and (b). 
3. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 119, p. 6894. 
4. ibid. ' p. 6895. 
5. ib·id., Vol. 120, p. 849. 
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Maloney claimed to have spoken to hundreds of residents 
" every one of whom has bitter remembrances of injustices 
done to him mostly by Sir John Butters", and that any 'l'hird 
Commissioner would have to devote the whole of his time to 
the corrections of the injuries that Butters had done to the 
people of the city. 1 Dr. L. W. Nott, the independent member 
for Herbert who was later to stand for election as Third 
Commissioner did not consider that the time was ripe for 
municipal government, although he felt the Bill should be 
recast to provide better political representation for the 
residents. 2 
"None of the critici.sm of the Chief Commissioner was 
based on any weakness of character. Rather it was Butters' 
strength of personality which annoyed the Opposition. Maloney 
L.kcncd Buttcni to ,Julius Caes<n· and d<mmnded to know why he 
3 had grown so great. Attempts to defend Butters acknowledged 
this situation. A Government Senator described him as" ... not 
a weak man who tries to please everybody, but a man with a 
mind and a will of his own. Indeed his will is rather too 
strong to suit a number of people. Sir John Butters has 
not yet learned how to handle the public, but time will 
remedy that defect" . 4 
Royal assent to the Seat of Government (Administration) 
Act 1924-1928 was given on 28 September 1928 and regulations for 
1. ibid.' Vol. 119, p. 6905. 
2. ,:bid.' p. 6 a 94. 
3. • • . rl 1.-lJ1,,,...,. • .) p. 6905. 
4. ·&bid.' P· 6975. 
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the conduct of the election for the 'I'hird Commissioner were 
mad<J later that y<;ar. 1 From the tone of the debate it was 
already apparent that a satisfactory solution to the problem 
of providing representation in local government for Canberra 
residents might not be found in the office of Third 
Commissioner. 
'I'he elections under the amended Act were not held until 
early 1929. Even before the Act had become law however, 
several residents had indicated their intention to stand as 
candidates. 2 While these aspiring Commissionc;rs wrere organising 
their policies, the Commission itself was embarking on a 
course of action, the outcome of which was perhaps an 
administrative success, but certainly a disaster from the 
point of view of its dwindlinc1 support among residents. 
Prior to 1928 only general and lighting rates had been 
struck by the Commission under the terms of the Rates 
Ordinance 1926. Even so there had been a considerable number 
of appeals against the valuations used for rating purposes. 
Residents had also objected to the Commission being responsible 
for determining appeals against its own valuations. The 
Comrr.ission agreed that .i.n principle this situation was open 
to objection, however protracted negotiations took place 
before provision was made in the Rates Ordinance 1929 for the 
1. Federal Capital Commission, Vfj"t;h Annual HepoY't, p. 59, 
Parliamentary Paper No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p. 2973. 
2. Hr;sidrmt.s who announced their candid<1ture early included 
F. C. Green, Assistant Clerk of the Senate ·and Col. 
J. 'I'. IL Goodwin, on behalf of the F.C.T. Citizens 
Associ0tion (Sr:~c: Cun!Je11 r•a 'fii-rnen, 21 Septernber 1928, 
p. l, c. 2). 
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appointment of a judge to sit as a Valuation Court. 
While these negotiations were taking place agitation 
over the size of the rate demands increased sharply. This 
was partly due to the growing financial problems facing 
businesses at Canberra. The reduction in the workforce at 
Canberra had caused difficulties for many of the commercial 
lessees in the civic centre. Most of their leases had been 
purchased in anticipation of a continuing expansion of the 
population with consequent growth in demand. 'fhe financial 
problems of these lessees led to a renewal of demands for 
the introduction of freehold tenure on the grounds that 
finance could not be raised on the security of a leasehold. 1 
But the agitation was also in considerable part a response 
to the Connission's action in claiming three years rates 
from residents during the course of seven months. This came 
about as a result of the delay in setting other than a general 
rate. Rates for water supply and sewerage in the Federal 
Capital were difficult to strike because these services had 
been designed to cater for a much larger population than 
then existed. When it did reach a decision on the level of 
rate for these services, the Commission apparently saw no 
problem in charging lessees for 1927, 1928 and 1929 rates 
in May 1928, December 1928 and January 1929 respectively. 2 
1. At the forefront of these moves for a change from 
leasehold to freehold was H. E. Elliott, the Victorian 
Senator who had investment interests in Canberra (see 
Cornn1r,,n1.;;13atth l 1a_r•liarnentar'y Debates, Vol. 119, 
pp. 6963-4, 6969, 6972). 
2. Cornrnonu;ealth F',-ir•Ziameritai•y Dehatea!t Vol .. 120, P~ 252~ 
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The Commission's critics saw this as a harsh and 
unresponsive attempt to make Canberra self-supporting at 
the expense of the residents. The Commission does not, in 
fact, appear to have considered recommending a moratorium 
on rates to the Government (in practice there had, of course, 
been a moratorium on water and sewerage rates up until 1928). 
On the other hand, the Commission's freedom of action in 
regard to establishing what proportion of the fixed charges 
on the capital expenditure of the Territory would be borne 
by residents was constrained by its Act which required it to 
levy and collect rates and to set charges for the services 
it provided, 1 and within this constraint by its interpretation 
of its role. This interpretation was that residents of 
Canberra should be no worse and no better off than their 
counterparts in towns of similar size elsewhere in the country. 
In its efforts to ensure that " ... the burden imposed 
upon the Canberra population should be fair in 
" comparison with those prevailing generally in Australia " ~ • I 
the Commission had, before setting the rates, carried out a 
review of the scales of rate adopted by a number of towns 
throughout Australia. 2 In order to satisfy itself that its 
valuations for rating purposes were reasonable, Butters 
arranged for the appointment of a Board of Review. The 
Board presented its report on 12 October 1928 and in a 
covering note stated its conviction that there was no general 
1. Seat of Government (Administration) Act, 1924, Sections 
14 (i) (b) and 17 (i) (a) and (b). 
2. Federal Capital Commission, Pij'th Annual Repor•t, p. 43, 
Parliamentary Paper No. 10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, 
p. 2957. 
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appreciation of the difficulties with which the Commission 
had to contend, and that the Commission in its valuations 
had attempted to" ..• do substantial justice within the limits 
imposed upon custodians of the public purse". The Board did, 
however, recommend that in view of the glut of shops, many 
of which remained unoccupied, there should be a remission 
of rates and taxes on unoccupied buildings. 
The Board also took it upon itself to divine the real 
reason for the unrest and dissatisfaction which was said to 
exist among public servants, and claimed that this was due, 
not to any excessive rates and taxes which in actual cash 
terms were not very significant, but to'' ... change of 
environment, mode of life (country conditions as opposed to 
city experience) separation from friends and too, the 
opportunity which is here forced upon everybody to discuss 
grievances with one another''. 1 
However pleased the Commission may have been by this 
vindication of its judgment, these attempts at justification 
in terms of fairness and administrative proprietry did nothing 
to quell dissatisfaction. The report on valuations was 
completed one week after James Scullin, who had recently 
succeeded Mathew Charlton as leader of the Labour Party, 
delivered his policy speech for the forthcoming Federal 
Elections. In it, he pledged that the Labour Party, if 
1. "Report of Board of Review Upon Canberra Valuations for 
Rating Purposes, 1928, made under instruction from the 
Chief Commissioner, Federal Capital Commission." 
Contained in: Department of Home Affairs, Correspondence 
File, "G" Series (Single No.) "Sewage and.Water Supply 
Regulations Under the Building and Services Ordinances" 
1928-1933. Commonwealth Archives Office, CRS A430, 
Item G392. 
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' d 1 . 1 . . 1 elected, would abol.i.sh the Fe era Capita Comnussion. The 
Nationalist Party chose to ignore the issue of Canberra 
during its campaign although following the return of the 
Bruce/Page Ministry with a working majority on 17 November 
1928 the Department of Home and Territories was renamed 
the Department of Home Affairs and the corresponding portfolio 
given to c. L. A. Abbott. 2 
The appointment early in December 1928 of B. Crosbie 
Goold, on loan from his position of Town Clerk of the City 
of Malvern in Victoria, as Second Commissioner to serve 
until November 1929 (when Butters' term also expired) put 
an end to speculation that these administrative changes 
presaged a wholesale reorganisation of the form of Government 
at Canberra. 3 
The Christmas of 1928 was made more memorable by the 
opening on 22 December of the first of the licensed "cafes" 
where residents could buy and consume beer and spirits. 
These cafes were run by the Commission as the result of the 
Government's sudden post-election decision to introduce 
temporary measures for the sale of liquor. The improvised, 
inadequate and rushed conditions under which the cafes were 
started contained the seeds of further discontent. Within 
four months there were public complaints about the way the 
1. Canberra Timea, 5 October 1928, p. 5, c. 1. 
2. 'rhe other Department extensively conc'erned with Canberra, 
Works and Railways, was abolished and its f,unctions 
divided among the Postmaster-General's Department and 
the Department of Markets and Railways. 
3. Canbe~Pa Times, 6 December 1928, p. 1, c. 2-3. 
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cafes were being conducted and later the Superintendent of 
the Commission's Department responsible for running the 
cafes compared them" ••• to the saloons of a mushroom growth 
mining township". 1 
Despite gloomy reports of worldwide financial problems, 
the new year appeared to auger well for the residents. Not 
only did they have the right to enjoy a companionable drink 
after work, but, they were told, their new Minister (C. L. A. 
Abbott) was free from the artifices of some of his predecessors 
and furthermore was assisted by a Permanent Head (Percy 
Deane) " ... probably without peer in originality and ability 
and who should be able to change within a very short time 
the whole aspect of Canberra and its affairs". 2 And most 
importantly, from 2 February they could expect to have 
representation on the Commission. Appearances were deceptive; 
during the next five months as residents had two successive 
opportunities to elect a Third Commissioner, optimism 
turned once more to frustration and bitterness and the final 
solution to the problem of the small local democracy was to 
be taken out of their hands when the Bruce/Page Government 
was voted out of office in October 1929. 
1. Department of the Interior I, Correspondence Piles, "G" 
Series (Single No.) 1930-1933 "Liquor Trading Operations 
of the F.C.T. Branch I" 1928-32, Commonwealth Archives 
Office, CRS A430, Item G/111. Superintendant, 
Commissariat to Chief Commissioner, 3 April 1930. 
2. Canberra Times, 1 January 1929, p. 2, c. 3-4. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
A SUCCESSION OF ACRIMONIOUS 
DISPUTES ... • 1 : THE ELECTED 
THIRD COMMISSIONER 
Four candidates were nominated for the position of 
'I'hird Commissioner. In addition to Doctors Alcorn and 
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Watson, J. H. Goodwin (a former Commonwealth Surveyor-General 
and Chief Lands Officer of the Commlss.ion, now retired to a 
grazing property near Canberra) and J. s. Crapp, a master 
carrier, participated in the brief campaign before the 
polling day on 2 February. 2 
The difference in the policies of the two doctors 
was one of degree rather than kind. Both proposed the 
abolition of the Corrunission and its replacement by a local 
assembly comprising nominated and elected representatives. 
Goodwin and Crapp were less critical of the Commission but 
also advocated an improved style of representation. All 
candidates considered that Commission meetings should be 
open to the press. 
The new Minister for Home Affairs, C. L. A. Abbott 
was determined to avoid if possible the kind of political 
embarrassment which squabbles involving the Territorial 
administration had produced in the past. After discussion 
1. Canb e:t>ra 'l'imee, 13 March 1930, p. 4, c. 4 (report of 
Minister for Home Affairs' Second Reading Speech on the 
Bill to abolish the Commission) . 
2. One additional candidate, F. c. Greene, withdrew shortly 
after nominating on the grounds that the Third 
Corr@issioner would have to devote all his time to the 
job. See Canberra Times, 14 January 1929, p. 1, c. 2-3. 
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with the Commission, a Consultative Committee consisting of 
Abbott, Butters and P. E. Deane, the Secretary of the 
Department of Home Affairs, was established with the much 
publicized purpose of investigating important grievances of 
the residents. 1 The first meeting of the Committee was held 
on the Monday before the election for the Third Commissioner 
and was claimed to be an unqualified success. The Canberl'a 
Timon went so far as to suggest that if the spirit of the 
first meeting was continued, progress could be made in the 
2 
settlement of all outstanding problems at Canberra. This 
enthusiasm was not shared by the prospective candidates, 
Alcorn having already described the setting up of the 
Committee as "so much eyewash". 3 
As it happened, the election was largely a contest 
between Alcorn and Watson, with Alcorn leading until the 
distribution of all second preferences. The final result 
gave Watson a majority of 63. 4 
The outcome of the election was interpreted by many 
as a statement of the residents' displeasure with the form 
of government at Canberra. It did not seem likely that the 
Commission could long survive as an institution while one 
1. Canberra Timea, 5 January 1929. 
2. ibid., 30 January 1929, p. 1, c. 2-3. 
3. ibid., 9 January 1929, p. 4, c. 7. 
4. Watson's victory on preferences may have reflected his 
extensive use of newspaper advertising during the three 
days before the elections. The other candidates did 
not use this form of advertising. 
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of its members was publicly committed to its abolition. This 
prospect was a .source of satisfaction to many long standing 
opponents of the Commission, including Senator Elliott who 
informed the Senate a week after the election that the people 
of Canberra had returned as their mouthpiece the bitterest 
opponent of the Commission. 1 Others looked beyond the 
apparent incongruity of the immediate situation to the 
possibility of recommendations for a more fully representative 
style of government emanating from the Commission. 2 
The central figure in the speculation was however, 
at this stage, not prepared to see his election used as the 
basis for an attack on the Commission. Shortly after the 
polling day, Watson issued an appeal to the friends of 
Canberra to wi.thhold "carping criticism" of the Commission 
for a period of three months. 3 
There was some feeling among the residents that their 
new rr~presentative was retreating from the aggressive stand 
he had adopted during his campaign. Shortly after Watson's 
appeal for a suspension of criticism the Canberra Times 
carried a report of an informal meeting held to give "moral 
support" to the Third Commissioner. All three unsuccessful 
candidates were present at the meeting, which appears to 
have been instigated by Dr. Alcorn (it was held in his house). 
Watson, the intended recipient of this support, was not 
present. Some of those attending had misgivings about a 
1. Commonwealth Par>liamentar•y Debatea, Vol. 120, p. 121. 
2. Canberra Timee, 4 February 1929, p. 2, c. 2-3. 
3. ibid., 11 February 1929, p. 1, c. 2. 
199 
proposal by Alcorn to form a representative body to voice 
more effectively the opinion of all sections of the 
corrununity. J. s. Crapp wondered if such a move might not be 
regarded as antagonistic to the Third Commissioner. J. H. 
Goodwin was opposed to the formation of the new body on the 
grounds that the Citizens Representation League already 
performed this function. Despite strenuous attempts by 
Alcorn, the meeting resolved only to try to inject some life 
into the next meeting of the League. 1 Alcorn regarded the 
outcome of the meeting as a failure, Irritated by Watson's 
refusal to prejudge the Commission he publicly attacked the 
suggestion of a moratorium on criticism and challenged a 
statement by Watson that the Chief Commissioner was ready 
and willing to listen to public opinion. 2 It began to 
look as though the bitterest opponent of the Commission may 
not, in fact have been elected as Third Commissioner. 
The three month suspension of criticism was never 
used. Seven weeks from the date of his election, Watson 
resigned from the Commission. In his letter of resignation 
he accused the Minister for Home Affairs of refusing to 
recognise the prineiples involved in the Seat of Government 
(Administrationi Act 1928 and gave as other reasons for 
his resignation that he had not been given access to necessary 
records, and that a serious waste of public money was occurring 
under the faulty administration of Butters who had refused to 
entertain his (Watson's) proposals for the immediate adjust-
1. ibid., 13 February 1929, p. 4, c. 7. 
2. 1lna., 16 February 1929, p. 4, c. 7. 
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ment of the Col!Ullission's finances. 1 
While the offical minutes of the Commission's meetings 
are only a pallid reflection of the conflicts which arose, 
it is possible, even without the elucidation by the press 
and Watson's statements outside the Commission, to appreciate 
the frustrating position in which Watson found himself. At 
h.i.s first meeting he gave notice of a motion that an actuary 
from the Commonwealth Bank be made available to obtain an 
approximate estimate of the subsidy required from Consolidated 
Hevenue for the maintenance of Canberra. When this motion 
was discussed at a specially convened meeting of the 
Commission Butters opposed Watson's suggestions for the 
financing of the Territory on the grounds that if they were 
implemented the people of the Territory would be paying more 
than they were at present. The motion was lost. 2 This set 
the pattern for the next two meetings at which Butters and 
Goold voted together to defeat the elected Commissioner on 
every matter of substance. 
Butters seems to have gone out of his way to ensure 
that there was no overstatement of the Third Commissioner's 
achievements. Following an editorial in the CanbePr•a T·Zmes 
Hu99esU.n9 tlli:.t th<; admission of tho pross to Commission 
meetings could be attributed to the counsels of the Third 
Commissioner, Butters issued a statement denying that this 
1. ibid., 20 March 1929, p. 1, c. 2. 
2. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of 
1924-1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, 
Archives Office: CRS A412, one volume. 
on 18 and 19 February 1929. 
Meetings 
Conunonwealth 
Meeting No. 132 
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1 
was the work of Watson. Butters determination to set the 
record straight at the expense of relationships within the 
Couunission further reduced thE> Likelihood of any solution 
to the problem of local government deriving from the vehicle 
of the Commission. 
As the weeks went on, the impossibility of Watson's 
position became increasingly clear. Having been elected 
on a pledge to work for the abolition of the Commission, he 
found that his voice on the Commission could be effectively 
ignored. '.!.'he Chief Commissioner refused to answer charges 
of maladministration couched in general terms. Watson, who 
refused to undertake to preserve the confidentiality of 
Commission records, was not given access to material which 
might have enabled him to fonnulate specific charges or, for 
that matter, any detailed proposals.. Nor was Butters prepared 
to see Commission officers provide this sort of information. 
On 25 February 1929 the Chief Commissioner cancelled an 
earlier authority for Heads of Commission Departments to 
supply information to the press. All information for the 
press had henceforth to be directed through the Chief 
1. Canberra Times, 20 February 1929, p. 1, c. 4. In fact, 
the right of the press to attend meetings, except when 
the Chief Commissioner decided that a subject should be 
dealt with in camera, was incorporated in a formal set 
of Rules and Procedures adopted at the first meeting 
attended by Watson. Although Watson was not involved 
in the preparation of these rules it seems reasonable 
to assume that his known views on the need to admit the 
press influenced the decision to provide for this. 
(See: Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of meetings 
1924-1930. Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, Commonwealth 
Archives Office, CRS A412, one volume, Meeting No. 132, 
on 18 and 19 February 1929). 
202 
C .. h fh .. 1 ornnu.ssioner or t e Secretary o t e Commiss1.on. Although 
meetings were now open to the press, the Chief Commissioner 
retained the option to decide that any subject should be 
dealt with in camera. 2 
At a Commission meeting on 18 March a propsal by 
Watson that the collection of rates be suspended pending an 
investigation was defeated. On the same day Watson handed 
his resignat.ion from the Commission to the Minister for 
Home Affairs. 3 
Watson's resignation did not signal the end of his 
interest in local politics. He was one of the four candidates 
who were nominated for the fresh elections which were set for 
20 April. Together with Alcorn and Goodwin he took up again 
the campaign that had been concluded less than two months 
earlier. J. s. Crapp's place in this original quartet was 
now taken by Dr. Lewis Nott, the Federal member for Herbert. 
Part of Watson's campaign involved a defence of his 
actions in resigning so abruptly. This took the form of an 
attack upon the Minister for Home Affairs, C. L. A. Abbott. 
Abbott responded by describing Watson's reasons for 
resigning as "unreasonable and unsatisfying" and implied 
that he had refused to recognise the limitations of his 
1. Federal Capital Commission Circular letter No. 168 of 
25 February 1929. From Commonwealth Archives Office, 
Accession CP 209/4, Bundle 'F.C.C. Circular No. l'. 
2. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 
1924-1930, Minutes 3/11/24-30/4/30, 
Commonwealth Archives Office, CRS A412 1 one volume. 
Meeting No. 132, on 18-19 February 1929. 
3. Canberra Times, 19 March 1929, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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position. 1 Watson also had to defend himself against 
criticism by the Federal Capital Territory Citizens' League 
which felt it should have been consulted before his 
. t' 2 resigna ion. 
All four candidates pledged themselves to work for 
the abolition of the Commission, Goodwin having apparently 
decided as a result of Watson's resignation that it was not 
practicable to argue for a modified form of Commission 
Government. Various alternative forms of local participation 
were proposed. Alcorn also promised, if elected, to establish 
a Citizen's Advisory Council to assist the Commision. 3 Nott 
criticized Watson for his "hopeless inability to interpret 
what he reads". 4 Each candidate promised reform in land 
and lease administration and better housing and employment 
opportunities. 
The most significant difference between this campaign 
and the previous one was the appearance of party political 
considerations. A meeting of Canberra unions refused to hear 
Dr. Nott on the grounds that he was standing as a nominee of 
1. Canberx•a Times, 21 March 1929, p. 1, c. 2-3. 
2. ibid., 22 March 1929, p. 3, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 10 April 1929, p. 3, c. 4-5. 
4. This was a reference to a complaint by Watson that he 
had been tricked into moving a pro forma motion at his 
first Commission meeting, the effect of which had been 
to devolve upon Butters, and in his absence the Second 
Commissioner, power for the day to day administration 
of the Commission's affairs. (See: Canbe1•Pa Times, 11 
April 1929, p. 2, c. 5, and Federal Capita1·commission -
Minutes of Meetings 1924-1930, Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, 
C. A. 0., CRS A412, one volume. Meeting No. 132 of 
18-19 February 1929). 
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1 the Bruce/Page Government. Nott in turn accused Watson of 
trying to woo the Labor vote. 2 
Despite the small number of electors, the candidates 
recognised the existence of different interest groups in the 
community and varied their appeals accordingly. Goodwin 
concentrated on the Commission's rural leases policy and spoke 
on several occasions to groups of rural lessees at gatherings 
outside the city area. Watson enlivened his meetings with 
descriptions of the perfidy and autocracy of Sir John Butters 
who, it appeared, had unreasonably refused to devote more 
than 16 days over the following seven and a half months to 
t ' f h ' ' 3 mee ings o t e Commission. Nott, with more experience in 
politics but perhaps less experience of Canberra issues than 
some of his fellow candidates, campaigned on a broader and 
less specific set of proposals such as the control of sports 
fields, housing, liquor control and health services. Nott 
was joined by Alcorn in criticising Watson for his sudden 
resignation. Alcorn, was, in addition, particularly concerned 
at the condition of housing in Canberra, however much of his 
platform time was taken up by tirades against the "tyrannous" 
administration and accusations of various types of malpractice 
by the Cornmission. 4 
While still a mouthpiece for anti-commission 
sentiments, the Canberra Times was somewhat disturbed by the 
1. C'anberl'a Times, 13 April 1929. 
2. ibid~, 15 April 1929, p. 1, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 17 April 1929, p. 1. c. 5. 
4. ibid'' p. 2, c. 2-3. 
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manner in which the second campaign was conducted. It noted 
with sadness that the dignity of previous appeals to the 
people had not been preserved and that the question of party 
politics had been introduced. 1 Distance provided a rather 
different view of the situation. In Melbourne the Argus 
described Watson's reasons for resigning as an example of 
" ... what Walt Whitman once called the 'never ending audacity 
of elected persons'". The root of the trouble at Canberra, 
according to the paper, was to be found among the 112 members 
of Parliament who had individually concerned themselves with 
local affairs and collectively were rivals in advocating the 
claims of the public servants at Canberra. Some of the 
blame for the storm raging at Canberra must, it concluded, 
rest with Watson, but the Government must also be held 
responsible insofar as it had tried to appease the unappeasable 
by providing for an elected member of a Commission which was 
" ... called upon to produce commonsense business results". 2 
Watson failed by three votes to secure re-election 
and Dr. Alcorn became the new Third Commissioner. Alcorn 
was more persistent but no more successful than his 
predecessor in having his view prevail in the Commission. 
The disability from which the Third Commissioner suffered 
in regard to restricted access to information and lack of 
executive authority was however marginally offset by Alcorn's 
independence of speech outside Commission meetings and his 
frequent recourse to the forum of the local newspaper. 
1. ibid., 19 April 1929, p. 4, c. 4-5. 
2. Argus, 26 March 1929, p. 6., c. 3. 
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Butters denied charges by Alcorn that Heads of the Corrunission's 
Departments had been instructed not to supply the Third 
Commissioner with information, 1 but even if this denial was 
formally true (in the sense that Heads of Departments had 
been forbidden to supply information to the press) Alcorn's 
view that it was up to Butters to prove the Commission 
innocent of the charges he (Alcorn) levelled, attracted 
considerable public sympathy. 
Alcorn was anxious to avoid the criticism, which had 
been directed at his predecessor, of not consulting the 
views of his electors. In fulfilment of an election promise 
he called a public meeting at which the executive of the 
Citizen's Representation League was elected as an advisory 
council to assist the Third Commissioner. 2 Alcorn's behaviour 
throughout his term of office was consistent with the 
uncompromising and high, perhaps over principled role which 
he had played in the Canberra Hospital enquiry the previous 
year. 3 During that enquiry he had emerged as having a rigid 
view of his own status at the hospital and in Canberra 
Society. His politics were however not as conservative as 
his personality suggested. He pushed strongly for improved 
housing and conditions for workmen and lower paid public 
servants, and opposed moves by the Government to close some 
1. Federal Capital commission - Minutes of Meetings 
1924-1930. Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, 
C.A.O. CRS. A412, one volume. Meeting No. 142 of 
24 June 1929. 
2. Canberra Times, 3 August 1929, p. 5, c. 1. 
3. See Chapter VI. 
of the camps for single workmen. 1 Frequently his opponent 
was the Commonwealth Government and its policy of reducing 
public expenditure rather than the Commission. 
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So closely was Butters identified with the Commission 
that there was speculation as to whether, in fact, the 
Commission would continue in existence after his departure. 
As the end of his term of off ice approached there were 
rumours that he had accepted directorships with certain 
' ' f' 2 engineering irms. It was open to the Government to extend 
his appointment as Chief Commissioner and it appears that 
a request was made to him to continue in off ice for another 
year, a request which he reluctantly declined on the grounds 
that the altered financial situation and the consequent 
reduction in construction activity did not justify the 
continuation of the high salary hitherto associated with the 
' ' 3 position. 
1. Federal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 
1924-1930. Minutes 3/11/1924-30/4/1930, 
C.A.O. CRS A412 one volume, Meeting No. 132 of 24 
June 1929. 
2. Canberra Times, 3 September 1929, p. 1, c. 7. 
3. Commonwealth PaPliamenta~·y Debates, Vol. 121, p. 826. 
F'ollowing the October 1929 Federal Election, the new 
Minister for Home Affairs, Arthur Blakely claimed that 
from an examination of the departmental files, it 
appeared that the Bruce/Page Government had intended 
to retain the services of Butters as a consulting 
engineer in an advisory capacity at a fee of £1,600 
per annum. (See: Commonwealth Parliamenta1'y Debates, 
Vol. 122, p. 1202). A Subsequent reference in the minutes 
of the Conunission to certain plans having been made 
available to Butters• .•• for possible reference in 
connection with his further association with the 
•rerr itory in an advisory capacity" supports this claim 
(see Commission Meeting No. 158 on 3 February 1930). 
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The Government did, however intend to continue with 
the Commission for a further 12 months. In a statement to 
the House of Representatives on 5 September 1929; s. M. Bruce 
stated that" •.. it would be premature, and not in the 
interests either of the Territory or its residents to alter 
the existing form of government during the present transitional 
period ... " The "transitional" period seems to have referred 
both to the reduction in development activity at the capital 
and the period during which more permanent proposals for the 
Territory could be formulated. As Crosbie Goold, whose 
services as Second Commissioner had been loaned by the Malvern 
City Council, wished to return to his position as Town Clerk, 
the Commission for the next twelve months was to consist of 
A. J. Christie, the Chief Accountant of the Postmaster-General's 
Department as Chief Commissioner and J. s. Murdoch, the Director-
General of Works as Second Commissioner, on salaries of 
fl,500 and fl,400 respectively. 1 
The Government's decision represented a severe set-
back to the Third Commissioner and to those citizens groups 
seeking a greater degree of participation in the local 
government. Before the residents had had much time to reflect 
on this decision however their attention was distracted by 
Federal political developments. Bruce's plan to retain the 
Commission for a further year was published in the newspapers 
on Saturday 7 September. The following week the coalition 
government was defeated on an aiuendment proposed by W. M. 
Hughes which sought to defer the operation of the Maritime 
1. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 121, pp. 826-7. 
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Services Bill until the people had been consulted at an 
election or a referendum. Bruce was granted a double 
dissolution by the Governor-General and Saturday 12 October 
was chosen as the date for the elections. 
The F'ederal Capital featured more prominently in 
this federal campaign than it had in the one conducted the 
previous year. James Scullin, the leader of the Labour 
Party accused the Government of waste and extravagence at 
Canberra. Earle Page, Bruce's coalition partner, in turn 
def ended the salaries paid to the Commissioners and claimed 
that it was utter nonsense that the undertaking could have 
l been carried out by Departments. This greater prominence 
of the Commission in federal politics had little impact upon 
relationships within the Commission or upon the manner in 
which meetings were conducted, although Butters did, at a 
meeting on 23 September, tender an apology to Alcorn for 
certain expressions used "in the heat of the moment" at an 
earlier meeting. 2 Butters presided over his last meeting on 
3 October (he went on leave before the actual expiration 
of his term) at which Alcorn voted against adoption of the 
Commission's F'ifth Annual Report and listed sixteen grounds 
f b . . 3 o o Jection. Most of these grounds derived from the Third 
Commissioner's lack of executive authority, but Alcorn also 
1. Canberra Times, l October 1929, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
2. F'ederal Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 
1924-30, Minutes 3/11/24-30/4/30, C.A.O., CRS A412, 
one volume. Meeting No. 147 on 23 September 1929. 
3. Section 5 of the Seat of Government (Administration) 
Act 1928 provided that if the Third Commis'sioner 
disagreed with any decision arrived at, he could 
request that a memorandum of his objection be recorded 
in the minutes and a copy of that memorandum be forwarded 
to the Minister. 
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made allegations about the poor quality of Commission houses, 
the Commission's failure to encourage the tourist traffic 
and the most unsatisfactory manner in which the liquor trade 
was being conducted. 1 
The Minister for Home Affairs, c. L. A. Abbott, had 
little time to consider Alcorn's objections as the election 
on 12 October was a victory for Labour. S. M. Bruce was 
defeated in his seat of Flinders and shortly afterwards 
retired from federal politics. Abbott also failed to gain 
re-election. The new Government was committed to the 
abolition of the Commission. Its first move, however, was 
to introduce a Bill to ensure that the Commission continued 
to function while its various activities were being grafted 
2 
on to the respective Departments. 
The new Minister for Home Affairs, Arthur Blakely, 
explained that the Bill was also necessary because, by 
absenting himself from three successive meetings the Third 
Commissioner could have his position declared vacant thereby 
necessitating a further election. The Government did not 
want to have to go to this trouble while it was completing 
arrangements for the abolition of the Commission. Blakely 
claimed that by submitting his resignation from the Commission 
in late November 1929, Alcorn had broken an agreement not to 
1. Federal Capital commission - Minutes of Meetings 
1924-30, Minutes 3/11/24-30/4/30, C.A.O. CRS A412, 
one volume, Meeting No. 148 on 3 October 1929. 
2. Seat of Government (Administration) Act 1929: 
Commonwealth Aets No. 29 of 1929. 
211 
embarrass the Labour Government. 1 The Minister had at the 
time refused to accept the resignation, but Alcorn's 
decision to continue in office was more directly the outcome 
of a motion carried at a meeting of Canberra citizens called 
shortly after his resignation was submitted. The motion 
called upon Alcorn not to forfeit the right of the people 
to representation until the revised form of Government was 
d f t . 2 rea y or opera ion. Although he withdrew his resignation, 
in a sense Alcorn had the last word, for shortly afterwards 
he exercised his rights under the Seat of Government 
(Administration) Act 1928 by appointing an acting Third 
Commissioner to serve in his place, claiming that his health 
had suffered in trying to maintain a position without dignity 
3 
or power. 
While the new Ministry was making up its mind about 
how Canberra was to be governed, outside the Government 
various types of representation for local residents were 
being discussed. Not unexpectedly the retiring Commissioners 
put forward views of their own. Butters, in his final act 
as Chief Commissioner gave the incoming Government the benefit 
of his experience in a letter in which he canvassed a wide 
variety of topics relating to Canberra including the form of 
government. It would, he wrote, be" .•• nothing less than 
a tragedy to subdivide the activities of the Commission and 
distribute them among two or more Departments" and went on 
to sketch an elaborate alternative to the restoration of 




Commorrwea l th I'ar liamen ta Py Debates, Vol. 122, p. 1168. 
Canberl'a Times, 29 November 1929, p. 1, c. 5-6, 
·ibid., 7 December 1929, p. 1, c. 2. 
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for such items as public health, the hospital, the transport 
service and the like; a Committee of Design and Development 
to guide those aspects of the city's growth; and a 
"commission, board or directorate" to carry on the administra-
ti.on and construction of Federal Government buildings and 
works. 1 
Butters' fellow Commissioner, B. Crosbie Goold, 
agreed with him that there should be only one authority for 
the Territory, but proposed a more representative body 
consisting of a chairman, two members nominated by Parliament 
d l tdb h l l . . 2 an two e ec e y t e oca citizens. This was distinctly 
the· more preferable of the schemes according to the Canben'a 
Times which labelled Butters' suggestion as "characteristic" 
and claimed it would mean the retention of many expensive 
but not altogether necessary officals. 3 
While these views were being discussed, a sub-committee 
of the Federal Capital Territory Citizen's League was 
preparing its own scheme of representative government. This 
scheme, which envisaged a local government authority consisting 
of two executive officers, two Government appointees and 
three members elected by the residents, was presented to the 
Minister for Home Affairs who agreed that there should be a 
representative governing authority but could not agree with 
a related proposal to give such an authority responsibility 
l. Butters to Minister for Home Affairs 2 November 1929, 
Parliamentary Papers, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p. 2931. 
2. Canberra Times, 4 December 1929, p. 1, c. 4. 
3. ibid., 9 December 1929, p. 2, c. 2-7. 
for the capital's finances. 1 The form of local government 
finally settled upon was, however, quite similar to the 
Leagues' proposals. 
It was a measure of the importance which the Labour 
Government attached to removing the Commission that the 
necessary legislation was introduced on the first sitting 
day of 1930. Arthur Blakeley, in introducing the Seat of 
Government (Administration) Bill 1930 attempted to present 
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the history of the development of the capital in such a way 
as to show the establishment of the Commission as an 
unnecessary break with previous sound administrative practice. 
The functions of the Commission were to be redistributed 
among the Health, Works, Attorney-General's and Home Affairs 
Departments. 
The debate on the Bill was similar in some respects 
to the debate on the Bill which established the Commission 
in 1924, The broad question of Government and parliamentary 
responsibility versus control by statutory bodies was aired, 
Accusations that certain state interests (particularly New 
South Wales or Victoria according to whether the speaker 
came from Victoria or New South Wales) were restraining the 
growth of the capital were made. The debate was similar 
also in that strict party lines were not adhered to. 
The form of local Government intended for the Territory 
was also outlined by Blakeley during the course of his second 
reading speech. The fact that the constitution and 
1. Canberra Times. 23 January 1930, p. 1, c. 5-6. 
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composition of the proposed Advisory Council were to be 
established by ordinance and were not incorporated in the 
Bill before the Parliament was criticized on the grounds 
that ordinances were more susceptible to alteration by the 
Government. By contrast, any change to the powers or 
functions of the Commission had had to be introduced as 
1 
amending legislation by the former Government. 
The Federal Capital Commission met for the last time 
on 30 April 1030. It was a fairly subdued occasion although 
this may have been partly due to the absence of Third 
Commissioner Alcorn whose term of office had expired with 
the previous meeting. Letters were tabled from the Prime 
Minister and the Minister for Home Affairs expressing their 
appreciation of the work carried out by the Commission. The 
Second Commissioner, J, s. Murdoch, spoke of a feeling of 
sadness" ... that the Government in its wisdom had decided 
to make a change in the management of the capital", and 
A. J. Christie, the Chief Commissioner thanked his fellow 
Commissioners, the organisation's staff and even the press, 
whose criticisms " ... bad generally been of a constructive 
t " 2 na ure . . . . 
The Seat of Government (Administration) Act 19303 was 
l. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 123, p. 448. 
2. Federal Capital Corrunission - Minutes of 
1924-1930 Minutes 3/11/1924-30/ 4 /1930. 
Archives Office: CRS A412, one volume. 
164 on 30 April 1930. 





proclaimed to commence on l May 1930. 1 The Act abolished the 
Commission and expunged its name from the great number of 
ordinances and regulations which had been developed between 
1925 and 1930 to provide a legal framework of Government in 
the F'ederal Capital Territory. 
The Advisory Council, which came into being2 following 
the abolition of the commission was not regarded by the 
residents as a complete answer to their hopes in the matter 
of representative local government. The elected representatives 
could still be outvoted by the Government appointees. The 
major operational difference between the two attempts at 
local government was that the elected representatives became 
part of a body which as a whole had no executive authority. 
Most of the Third Commissioner's frustrations had" arisen 
from his non-executive role on an executive body. While 
appointed and elected members of the Advisory Council could 
together frame recommendations to the Minister for Home 
Affairs, none were responsible, in their aapaaity ae 
aounaillora, for the implementation of those recommendations. 
The Scullin Government was thus insulated from the 
kind of disputes which had disfigured the final year of 
Commission control. Its action acknowledged that the 
appearance of participation was at least as important as the 
practical realities of the administration of the Territory. 
Irrespective of the degree to which this action was motivated 
by altruism or convenience, the outcome, to the extent that 
1. Commonwealth Gazette No. 34, 1 May 1930. 
2. Advisory Council Ordinance, No. 4 of 1930. 
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time is any test of an institution, was successful: with 
some changes in its composition, but no significant changes 
in its role the Advisory Council survived for four and a 
half decades until 1974 when another Labor Government 
replaced it with what was termed a Legislative Assembly. 
The Federal Capital Commission came into being as 
a consequence of the Bruce/Page Government's decision to 
proceed with the transfer of the Seat of Government. The 
predominant reason for its abolition, from the viewpoint 
of the public, was its failure as a form of local government. 
There were also, as far as the Scullin Government was 
concerned, compelling financial reasons for their decision 
to replace the Commission with control by Federal Government 
Departments. 
Judgements on the Commission should acknowledge this 
shift in emphasis of its role. As a construction authority 
its achievement was significant. In the two and a half 
years from its appointment in November 1924 it supervised 
and controlled the design and construction of a city able 
to function as the Seat of Government. The constraints upon 
its efforts in this area were considerable. It had to 
develop its own organisation, provide the necessary office 
accommodation,constructworkmen's houses and cam2 facilities 
and maintain the necessary construction equipment. It had 
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to contend with the Government changing its mind about the 
size of the initial transfer and the date of the opening of 
Parliament in Canberra. It developed a large but tightly 
structured organisation, the efficiency of which was the 
abiding concern of the first Chief Commissioner, Sir John 
Butters, who was as determined to secure "high class men" in 
the initial stages when Canberra presented few attractions 
as he was to reduce the size of the staff when the level of 
construction activity declined after 1928. 1 
On its appointment the commission found that little 
progress had been made in the preparation of designs for 
basic services or for many of the important buildings. Parts 
of the provisional (but still standing) Parliament House 
were constructed on the basis of sketch plans while detailed 
designs were being completed. The Commission's early 
emphasis on the expansion of planning and design facilities 
at the Capital again reflects the influence of Butters. 
The Commission was required to take over all the 
assets and liabilities of the Territory and produce a balance 
sheet showing its financial position. This required a 
complete change in the accounting system of the Territory. 
In order to provide for this, and to prepare for the large 
increase in the volume of work involved in costing the 
various construction projects and municipal services as they 
developed, a programme of mechanization of accounting 
procedures was introduced. Existing methods were simplified, 
1. Butters to Minister for Home Affairs, 2 November 
Parliamentary Papers, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, p. 2931. 
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machines were installed and the whole departmental system 
converted to a double entry system of commercial accounts. 
When the Commission's organisation was dismantled some of 
the benefits of this system were lost. The Commission had, 
however, established for successive administrations a high 
standard of accuracy and efficiency in the keeping of 
municipal accounts and also forced the examination of the 
relationship between Government and commercial accounting 
systems. 
Between 1925 and 1930 the Commission had to undergo 
a transition from a predominantly design and construction 
authority to an organisation concerned with local administra-
tion and the provision of municipal services. The construction 
camp which had existed in 1925 had to become a city by mid 
1927 with all the services and legislation demanded by a 
city. The personal qualities which suited Chief Commissioner 
Butters in his career as engineer and administrator were 
less apposite to the task of governing the residents of the 
new city. 
The extent to which events after 1927 were influenced 
by personalities has been explored earlier in this essay. 
Although frequently heightened by personal conflicts, 
opposition to Commission control, at least to some extent, 
was inevitable, given that those public servants and members 
of the Commission staff comprising the bulk of the population 
had, for most of their lives, enjoyed political representation 
at the Federal, State and local council level. The bitter 
divisions which occurred within the Commission following the 
introduction of the Third Commissioner were more a comment 
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on the unsuitability of the Commission as a vehicle for 
participatory government than on the personalities of the 
elected Commissioners. 'I'hus while the controversy generated 
by the activities of Watson and Alcorn helped to establish 
the question of Canberra's Government firmly in the sphere 
of federal politics, the direction of events was probahly 
influenced to a greater extent by economic and political 
circumstances. 
While it existed the Commission was a continuing 
irritation to those supporting Labour Party policy. The 
replacement of Matthew Charlton by James Scullin as leader 
of the Labour Party in 1929 seemed however to produce a 
moderation of the previous fiercely anti-statutority 
authority and pro-Government Department view. When the 
time came to abolish the Commission the circumstances of 
the depression has provided an additional rationale so that 
it could be argued that this action did not derive solely 
from political dogma. 
One of the least enduring but possibly most interesting 
aspects of the Commission's administration was its attempt, 
sponsored personally by Butters, to create a social fabric 
for the city through the concept of "social service". This 
attempt to apply a rational organisational approach to what 
was regarded as a social deficiency was a failure, partly 
because the Social Service Association was regarded as an 
arm of the Commission and partly because the manner in which 
the residents applied themselves to creating the "spirit" 
of the city was not susceptible to this engineering approach. 
220 
There is no single lesson to be drawn from this study 
of the Federal Capital Commission, and this fact to a degree 
emphasises its local history aspect. It may be useful in 
conclusion to re-iterate the two main lines along which the 
Commission developed. As a construction authority it built 
efficiently and well. As a form of government it became 
the centre of a controversy involving both the local residents 
and the Federal Government. This has been, then, the study 





















FEDERAL CAPITAL COMMISSION 
ORGANISATION AND STAFF NlJMllERS 
1924-19291 
STAFF NUMBERS AT 
31.12.24 30.6.25 30.6.26 30.6.27 
ltJ 29 30 42 
28 42 84 115 
46 68 84 97 
20 26 10 18 



































1. Sou.roe: Annual Reports of Federal Capital Commission and Federal 
Capital Commission 'fable of Adrninistrati ve Changes March 
1925-March 1928. Prepared by C.A.0. from CP 325 Sl. 
(a) Established April 1925. (b) Created out of Lands Department in 
June 1925. (c) Both Departments created in October 1925 out of 
Engineers Dept. (d) Created January 1926 out of Secretary's Dept. 
(e) Created January 1926. (f) Created November 1926. 
(gJ Created October 1927. (h) First established in April 1925, 
lapsed, re-established July 1927. 
FEDERAL CAPITAL COMMISSION: SUMMARY OF ORGANISATION CHANGES 1925-19301 
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L Source: Annual Reports of t.."le Federal Capital Commission ... c..nd Fe.;:!eral Capital Commission Table of Ad!!linistrative 





The sources used in preparation of this thesis are 
set out in the following order: 
I. Official Documents 
(a) Archival Sources 
(b) Printed Papers 
II. Newspapers 
III. Books, Articles, Unpublished Theses 
IV. Bibliographies. 
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The official records held in the Australian Archives 
were the most significant source of material. In order to 
establish the context of these records a brief summary of the 
administrative history of the Federal Capital Territory is 
given below, together with a note on the type of information 
contained in each file series. It was not possible to 
consult every file or even every file series relating to the 
'.l'erritory during the period under study, however an attempt 
was made to identify those records which provide the most 
useful overview of the commission's operations. The very 
real possibility remains however for an examination of the 
Federal Capital Commission to be conducted using archival 
sources other than those listed here. Furthermore the 
possibility cannot be discounted that a significant quantity 
of official records concerning the Commission may. be deposited 
with the Archives at some future date. 
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I. OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS 
(a) Archival Sources 
The record systems of the Federal Government reflect 
the creation and devlopment of the functions of Government 
rather than the particular manner in which these functions 
have been allocated among the various agencies (departments, 
boards, statutory authorities and the like) of Government. 
This means that the record systems may be regarded in part 
as a continuum against which the administrative arrangments 
of the Government have changed. '.I'hus it can be said that 
agencies have been created and abolished while record 
systems (except on occasions where the Government has 
relinquished a function as well as an agency) have tended to 
endure. 
The functions relating to the control of the Federal 
Capital Territory have rested with the Federal Government 
since 1909. From 1909 to 1916 the Department of Home 
Affairs was entirely responsible for the Territory. Most of 
the records of this period concern the acquisition of 
freehold properties, the detailed surveys of the Territory 
and of the Capital site, and land administration generally. 
In 1916 this Department was abolished and its functions 
distributed among two new Departments. Between 1916 and 
1925 construction at the Territory was controlled by the 
Department of l'!orks and Railways while the Lands and Survey 
Branch of the Department of Home and Territories dealt with 
land matters. In 1925 the Lands and Surveys Branch of Home 
and Territories was transferred to the Department of Works 
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and Railways. Parliamentary responsibility for the Territory, 
and the Federal Capital Commission, rested however with the 
Minister for Home and Territories until the second Department 
of Home Affairs was created in 1928. This Department 
continued to control the city until 1932 when the Department 
of the Interior was established. 
Some of the records created by the Federal Capital 
Commission were maintained in systems which had been created 
before 1924 and which continued in existence after the 
Commission was abolished in 1930. Not all of the records 
created by the Commission have as yet been fully examined by 
the Australian Archives to ascertain their relationship with 
other record systems and to permit their identification and 
registration as record series. 
Two types of series registration exist in the 
Australian Archives. The first, now superseded, identifies 
records according to an Accession Number (e.g. Federal 
Capital Commission, General Correspondence ( 1 G • Series) 
1925-1932, Australian Archives, Accession CP 698/1), the 
second according to a Corrui1onwealth Record Series (CRS) 
Number (e.g. 1. Department of l!ome Affairs II, Federal 
Capital Territory Branch; 2. Department of the Interior I, 
Civic Branch (1932- ); Correspondence Files, 'G' Series, 
(Single Number) 1930-1933 Australian Archives CRS A430). 
The citations used in the text for the archival 
material are those provided with the photocopies supplied 
by the Australian Archives (then Commonwealth Archives 
Office). The more detailed citations given below for the 
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various record series are those contained in the series 
identification sheets of the Australian Archives. These 
have been supplemented by brief descriptions, drawn in part 
from the identification sheets but supplemented by my own 
observations, of the type of material contained in each 
record series. 
During the course of the administrative procedures 
of the Federal Capital Commission, copies of certain documents 
were placed on more than one file. Different citations for 
similar documents are due to this fact. The date range in 
the footnote citations is the range of dates of creation of 
all the documents on that file. In some instances, documents 
on a file will predate the creation of the file cover itself. 
The file series relating to this period have in 
some instances been culled and files removed; in other 
instances file covers were found to be empty. Although 
card indexes and registers exist for some of the file series used, 
it was frequently more satisfactory to make a cursory check 
of the files themselves and then recall those of particular 
relevance. 
The main archival sources, and those referred to in 
the footnotes, are as follows: 
* PedePaZ Capital Commission - Minutes of Meetings 3 November 
1924-30 hpril 1930, Australian Archives, CRS A412. 
This record series consists of one bound volume of 
minutes typed on heavy paper. Each set of minutes 
is confirmed and signed by the Chief Commissioner. 
Apparently due to an oversight, the minutes of the 
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final meeting of the Commission were not confirmed 
until June 1931. The minutes are, of course, a 
formal and official record of the meetings. Up until 
1929 however, there is nothing to suggest that the 
tenor of the meetings varied significantly from that 
contained in the minutes. Following the election of 
the Third Commissioner, the minutes, while indicating 
the particular issues which gave rise to argument, 
became only a pale reflection of the actual tone of 
the meetings (the admission of the press to meetings 
and the frequent recourse of the Third Commissioner 
to the newspapers compensated for this to some 
extent) . 
* Federal Capital Commission, General Correspondence ('G' 
Series) 1925-1932, Australian Archives, Accession 
* 
CP 698/1. 
This series contains files relating to building, 
housing, transport, hospital services, communications, 
recreation, employment, education etc .. Records 
relating specifically to engineering, surveys and 
other technical matters were largely maintained in 
a different series. 
When the Commission was abolished in 1930 the 
series was replaced by the single number series 
described immediately below. 
1. Department of Home Affairs II, Federal Capital Territory 
Branch; 2. Department of the Interior I, Civic Branch 




Number) 1930-1933. Auatralian Arohives CRS A430. 
Many of the documents in this file series were created 
before 1930. The series appears to have been started 
in the Department of Home Affairs to prepare for the 
transfer of control to that Department following the 
abolition of the Commission. 
Federal Capitai Commission, Correspondence 1925. 
Australian Arohives, Aooession CP 898/35. 
This short lived file series (most of the documents 
relate to the first half of 1925) appears to have 
been a precursor to the Commission's 'G' prefix 
annual single number general correspondence series 
(CP 698/l - see above). It was apparently established 
to control papers produced during the early days of 
the Commission. The Commission's reasons for 
discontinuing this system of file registration (and 
hence, in archival tenns, the file series} may have 
concerned, in part, a desire to make the registration 
system of the general correspondence files consistent 
with that used to control the correspondence concerning 
technical matters which used letter prefixes to denote 
the general subject (e.g. "E" prefix for files of 
the Engineer's Department). 
Attorney-General's Department Correspondenoe files, 
annual single number series, 1929- . Australian Arohives 
CRS A4Z2. 
This is the Attorney-General's Department's main file 
series. In 1929 it replaced the existing systems in 
* 
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that Department and contains material top numbered 
from them (i.e. removed from the earlier filing 
systems and corporated in CRS A432) including papers 
dating back to 1901. 
Among papers of relevance to this thesis contained 
in this series are correspondence relating to the 
legal preparations for the establishment of the 
Commission and concerning the laws of the Territory 
generally, legal opinions on matters affecting the 
Commission's administration and correspondence 
regarding the relationship between the Commission, 
Crown Solicitor's Office and the Attorney-General's 
Department. 
Department of Works and Railways, Personal Papers of 
Mr>. C. S. Daley prior to 1930, c. 1912-1930. Australian 
Archives, Accession CP 48?/8. 
The majority of these papers are copies of docwuents 
which would have been filed elsewhere in the 
Commission filing systems. •rheir usefulness as an 
indication of the subject areas of particular 
interest to the Secretary of the Commission is 
arguable. They are in no order and the amount and 
nature of the papers is such that it is difficult to 
draw any useful conclusions about Daley's personal 
predilections in his role as Secretary to the 
Commission. 
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(b) Printed Papers 
(i) PariiamentaPy Papers 
Parliamentary Papers were consulted principally in 
the Government publication section of the Menzies Library 
at the Australian National University. The Australian 
Archives and the National Library of Australia also have 
extensive collections of Parliamentary Papers and the latter 
institution has produced a particularly useful List of 
Parl/.amentary Papers ConaeT'ning Canber•ra 1901-1951 (see 
below). The papers referred to in the footnotes have been 
set out in chronological order except for reports of the 
Public Works Committee which, in view of the frequency of 
reference, have been listed under a separate sub heading. 
In the case of the Annual Reports of the Federal Capital 
Commission, footnotes show both a report page number and the 
page number of the relevant volume of Parliamentary Papers. 
* Report of a Board appointed to investigate and PepoPt 
as to suitability of aertain Designe for adoption in 
oonneation with the layout of the city. Paper No. 65, 
session 1912, Vol. II. 
* Design for lay-out of Federal Capital City; Federal 
Parliament House, eta. CorT'eepondence between the 
MinisteP for Home Affairs and others and Mr. W. B. 
Paper No. 153, Session 1914-17, Vol. II. 
* Federal Capital Director of Design and Construction -
Papers Respecting the Renewal of the Engagement of Mr. 
W. B. Griffin. Paper No. 286, Session 1914-17, Vol. II. 
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* Pede:Pa l Ca pi ta l Adminia tration: Repor•t of Royal Commi1rnion. 
Repo:Pt No. 1: I11suea Relating to Mr» Gr'i,ffin. Paper No. 
378, Session 1914-17, Vol. II. 
* Construction of Canberra: Annual Reports of the Federal 
Capital Advisory Committee: 
First General Report. Paper No. 134, Session 
1920-21, Vol. III. 
Second General Report. Paper No. 41, Session 
1922, Vol. II. 
Final Report. Paper No. 56, Session 1926-28, 
Vol. II. 
F'ederal Capital Commission: Annual Reports 
l"i:Pet (for six months ended 30 June 1925) Paper 
No. 1, Session 1926-29, Vol. II, pp. 1081-1103. 
Second (for year ended 30 June 1926) Paper No. 
83, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, pp. 1117-1162. 
Third (for year ended 30 June 1927) Paper No. 
182, Session 1926-28, Vol. II, pp. 1186-1265. 
Fou:Pth (for year ended 30 June 1928) Paper No. 
2, Session 1929, Vol. II, pp. 2587-2642. 
Fifth (for year ended 30 June 1929) Paper No. 
10, Session 1929-31, Vol. III, pp. 2939-3008. 
* Public Works Committee Reports 
Report ... r>e la ting to the pi•oposed dams for 
ornamental wate1•a at Canberr<a. Paper No. 353, 
Session 1914-17, Vol. IV. 
Report .•. regarding 
at Canberra. 
1914-17, Vol. IV. 
the proposed city :PaiZway 
Paper No. 354, Session 
Report •.. relating to the proposed erection of 
a Provisional Parliament House. Paper No. 26, 
Session 1923-24, Vol. IV. 
Report ..• concerning the construction of 
Provisional Adminsitrative Offices at Canberra. 
Paper No. 28, Session 1923-24, Vol. IV. 
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l!epor•t, tO(JflthfH' i,1ith Minute1i of E'11idenee relating 
to the porposed oonstruetion of a Uailway to 
aonneot Canberra with Yaee. Paper No. 70, 
Session 1923-24, Vol. IV. 
(ii) Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates (Hanoard) 
All references to the Pederal Capital between 1924 
and 1930 were investigated. References outside this period 
were the result of cross-checking other sources. 
(iii) Commonwealth Gasettea. 
(iv) Commonwealth Acta. 
II, NEWSPAPERS 
(i) Federal Capital Pioneer. 
The Pioneer was first issued on 3 December 1924. It 
was a curious paper, appearing at approximately monthly 
intervals and varying in tone. The most righteous of its 
editorials reflected its role as the official organ of the 
Australian Federal Capital League. For much of its existence 
however it was more concerned with communism and football 
than about the administration of Canberra. The Pioneer 
ceased when the Canbei>ra 1'imes commenced publication. 
(ii) Canberra Times 
This paper commenced publication as a weekly on 3 
233 
September 1926. It was a semi-weekly between 6 May 1927 and 
17 February 1928 and became a daily (excluding Sundays) from 
20 February 1928. 
(iii) Argue 
This paper was a daily during the period under study. 
However the National Library of Australia holds a set of the 
Argus index volumes which (subject to one's views on their 
completeness and accuracy) enable references to be checked 
without having to inspect every (voluminous) issue. 
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